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1. Introduction 
 
 
1.1 Public services and urban livelihoods 
 
 
In 2008 a significant landmark was reached in terms of world population. Currently, 
over half of the global population lives in towns and cities (UNFPA 2007). While there 
are huge differences between urban landscapes, the everyday lives of urban residents 
are dependent on the very same complex networks of livelihoods and services. These 
are related to basic needs including potable water and sanitation, as well as health care 
and education. The lives of all urban residents are shaped by “vast and unknowably 
complex systems of infrastructure and technology stretched across geographic space” 
(Graham 2010: 1–2). The aim of this thesis is to understand how these systems so vital 
to residents are formed and distributed among the population of the city of Villahermosa 
in Southeastern Mexico. 
 
Cities are often seen as oases of opportunities, but in reality they many times struggle to 
fulfil even the most elementary of their residents’ needs for survival. While many urban 
residents can take basic services and infrastructure for granted, the poorest often face 
daily interruptions and considerable obstacles in accessing these services (Graham 
2010: xi). For example in Latin America, the urban poor often cannot afford formal 
housing and have to live in deficiently constructed buildings and sites prone to risks. 
These problems are exacerbated by inadequate services, which have a negative effect on 
residents’ health and livelihood opportunities. (Hardoy & Pandiella 2009: 204–209). 
Poverty and inequality are concentrating on urban areas. On a global level, 32 per cent 
of the urban population lives in slums. At the same time, many Southern cities offer 
luxury entertainment and areas with advanced and sophisticated services for the 
wealthiest. (Watson 2009: 2263–2265).  
 
When speaking of Southern cities, what often emerges is an imagery of urban shanty-
town dwellers that live in very precarious conditions. However, McFarlane (2010: 131) 
highlights the precautions that should be taken when constructing Southern cities simply 
as “problem” and scenes of disruption and breakdown. This kind of environmental 
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determinism can blind researchers from developing alternative and more complex 
visions of these cities. It is also important to acknowledge the presence of other 
population groups such as the rarely mentioned middle class in these cities. 
 
Poverty, inequality, and segregation are particularly marked in cities of the South, but 
they have also been major subjects of research and policies in the North. Urban 
landscapes of differentiation have for a long time fascinated scholars of urban studies, 
development studies, political ecology and environmental justice. There has been a 
long-standing supposition in research that socio-economically deprived areas and 
neighbourhoods suffer from poor services (Duffy 2000: iv; Hastings 2009b: 2907). 
Powell & Boyne, however, claim that “rather than merely pointing out the existence of 
geographical variation” between sites of living, “it is important to examine the 
underlying reasons for it” (2001: 186). According to Powell & Boyne, the simple fact 
that people occupy different geographical spaces makes some forms of inequality 
between these areas inevitable, and descriptive accounts of this phenomenon often lack 
in analysis and dynamism. This is why studies should help understand what factors 
explain the territorial differences in the distribution of environmental services. (Powell 
& Boyne 2001: 188–189). Hastings (2007) has studied service provision in deprived 
neighbourhoods in the United Kingdom and she claims that it is important to take into 
account that different neighbourhoods have different needs in terms of services. 
According to Hastings (2007: 914), this central question of whether service provision is 
commensurate with the needs of the residents is often forgotten by the service 
providers.  
 
This study concentrates on questions of urban inequality in the city of Villahermosa, 
particularly on the distribution of urban infrastructure and services. In earlier research, 
the differentiation in urban service provision has been connected to questions of 
geography and location. I found this notion very intriguing and it triggered me to pose 
the following question: how are urban landscapes of inequality constructed in terms of 
services? Does living in a deprived neighbourhood impair the residents’ access to public 
services? Which other factors influence the quality of services provided? How do socio-
economic characteristics, social organisation, and informal practices affect the access to 
and the quality of services? How do the residents manage and influence the provision of 
services? How does the power to influence the service provision relate to their 
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economic assets, social status or agency? While much of the research on neighbourhood 
effects and disadvantages concentrates on poor areas and residents (e.g. Burningham & 
Thrush 2003; Hastings 2009a; Hastings 2007; Kleinhans et al. 2010; Ross et al. 2001; 
Smith 2001), this study importantly also addresses the living conditions of middle class 
and wealthier neighbourhoods. 
 
Wilson et al. (2010: 125) define basic amenities as those which “provide the health-
promoting infrastructure that act as the building blocks for neighborhoods”. They add 
that “neighborhoods with limited basic amenities may have higher levels of 
neighborhood stress, lower quality of life, less vitality, lower property values, greater 
exposure to negative living environments, and worse health outcomes”. The terms 
“services” or “amenities” in this study can refer to public, private, informal or formal 
urban services. This is due to the fact that the networks of services offered to and used 
by urban residents are often complex and heterogeneous. 
 
This study was conducted among residents of three different zones in the city of 
Villahermosa. The material was collected through thematic semi-structured interviews 
centred on the interface of publicly provided, private, or improvised services and 
arrangements to meet the everyday needs of the residents. Emphasis was put on the 
residents’ views on the service provision and its quality, and the environments they live 
in. The middle-class neighbourhood of Guayabal in the centre of the city, the classy and 
modern neighbourhood of Tabasco 2000, and the large southern zone of Gaviotas Sur 
which has grown in a more ad-hoc way were chosen for the study, because their 
inhabitants come from strikingly different socioeconomic backgrounds. In this way, it 
was possible to study how the services and the expectations and views on them changed 
from one site to another in areas physically close to each other. 
 
Not far from the border with Guatemala, Villahermosa is situated in the intersection of 
the Southern and Northern hemispheres and affected by the dynamics of both. It is the 
capital of the state of Tabasco, which was the scene of a massive petroleum boom in the 
1970s. The boom led to significant growth and drastic changes in the city. Hot and 
humid coastal areas that had earlier been supported largely by agricultural practices 
were shaken by the increasing investments of the national oil company, Pemex, and by 
the job opportunities the new industry brought to the area. Different areas of 
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Villahermosa grew at an uneven pace, offering housing to the workers pulled into the 
city by the loom of new income opportunities. (García Meza 1993: 2) Tabasco is a state 
with considerable fresh water resources, and the many interconnected lagoons and rivers 
flowing down from the Chiapas highlands pose a challenge for the cities constructed in 
the lowlands. The growth of Villahermosa after the petroleum boom often took place in 
hazardous, low-lying sites prone to flooding. The consequences of this growth have 
been felt by the inhabitants many times and led to massive floods in the year 2007 when 
huge areas of the city were completely covered by water that in many places reached 
several metres of depth. The floods took many unprepared households by surprise, 
leading to abysmal material losses in some parts of the city. Due to geographical, 
economic, social and historic reasons, Villahermosa offered an exceptionally rich 
environment for my inquiries.  
 
The theoretical tools and insights that assisted me from defining the research problem 
through the fieldwork to the analysis of the data were offered by political ecology. The 
studies conducted using this theoretical platform dig deep into patterns and networks of 
power and social organisation concerning environmental issues. With the help of 
political ecology, authors seek to understand the differential effects environmental 
variables and resources have on groups or individuals within society. (Pelling 2003: 89). 
These differential effects are often a result of various interplaying economic, political, 
and cultural processes and practices taking place in cities (Pelling 2003: 73-74). This 
study aims to discover these processes and practices in order to comprehend the 
differential everyday realities faced by the residents in Villahermosa.  
 
Swyngedouw & Heynen (2003: 900) note that while much has been written about 
global environmental problems, urban processes of socio-ecological change have often 
received far less attention. The authors state that many times these issues are analysed in 
a purely technical manner, concealing the connections between the capitalist process of 
urbanisation and environmental injustice. Swyngedouw and Heynen (2003: 898-900) 
use urban political ecology to bring the social relations of power to the discussions on 
urban transformations. In this way, it is possible to uncover the embedded processes that 
often go unnoticed as these relations construct environments of inequality. Through the 
detection of economic, social and ecological processes taking place in specific 
environments and the power relations inherent in them, it is possible to help 
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democratise unequal relations and learn about how urban risks and benefits could be 
shared in a more equal way between different groups. In my view, by understanding the 
logic and dynamics of urban inequality in Villahermosa, urban planners will be better 
equipped to respond to the necessities of different groups and the challenges that 
socially, geographically and economically complex environments pose on these issues. 
 
This thesis is part of a research project between the University of Helsinki and the 
Universidad Juárez Autónoma de Tabasco. The focus of the research project is on 
environmental risks and vulnerabilities, and on the new forms of urban environmental 
governance in the state of Tabasco, Mexico.  
 
 
 
1.2 Research objectives and research questions 
 
 
With this study I did not aim to detect the interacting institutional, political, and 
economic mechanisms behind the distribution of services in cities –although these 
issues must be kept in mind at all times during the analysis– but rather to understand 
how people who live and work in a Southern city prone to environmental hazards are 
positioned in terms of environmental services. Cities manifest themselves in varying or 
even contrasting ways to different sectors of their population. The intention behind this 
thesis was to discover how the distribution and nature of services reflect on the daily 
lives of different residents. In this study, diverse channels people use to satisfy their 
basic needs and to cope with their urban surroundings are identified. The main focus is 
on the complex patterns of access to and quality of services in the city of Villahermosa. 
Primarily, I wanted to know which processes play a major role behind the quality and 
availability of services accessed by diverse households in different parts of the city.  
 
Previous studies in different parts of the world (e.g. Hastings 2009b, 2009a and 2007 for 
the United Kingdom and McFarlane 2010 for India) have indicated that 
socioeconomically deprived neighbourhoods often suffer from services of lower quality. 
Through thematic interviews with the residents of different neighbourhoods, this study 
aimed to find out what kind of services were offered in each area, what the residents 
thought of their quality and accessibility and how their own views and actions 
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influenced the provision of services. I was curious to see whether the residents relied 
mainly on public or private services, and the reasons behind their choice. The analysis 
focused on finding out whether the geographic location of residents’ households could 
be considered a significant reason behind the quality of public services, or whether there 
were economic assets or social practices such as community organisation or informal 
arrangements that marked out the differences.  
 
My preliminary assumption was that patterns of inequality could be found in the urban 
landscape of Villahermosa, as they can be found in most Southern and Northern cities in 
the world. The nature of the capitalist system is highly uneven, and reflects on the 
allocation and distribution of resources in urban landscapes (Swyngedouw & Heynen 
2003: 911). These processes are likely to affect urban areas everywhere. I did not, 
however, expect differences in public services to be simply divided between the lower-
income residential areas and the smooth day-to-day life of better-off neighbourhoods. 
Rather, I acknowledged that some residents in low-income neighbourhoods may have a 
reliable access to many services, be these formal or informal, while wealthier residents 
may worry more over issues such as the need to find effective ways of protecting their 
assets from insecurity. On these lines, I did not expect to find only negative experiences 
related to residents’ social or environmental suffering but to tackle a complex 
environment of stakeholders and service providers. As such, the simple logic of 
neighbourhood-level environmental determination in service provision could be 
challenged and more complex notions of urban governance and social practices brought 
into the picture. 
 
During my fieldwork I asked myself the following questions in order to understand the 
patterns of service provision: How do the residents in different parts of Villahermosa 
access the city through formal, informal, public, or private services? How do residents 
in different surroundings view, explain, act on and influence amenities? How are these 
varying strategies, attitudes, and practices linked to a wider background of urban 
governance? Through these questions, it was possible to tackle the research problem 
that this thesis aims to answer: 
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- How are access to services and their quality formed in the city of Villahermosa?  
- How are they related to patterns of spatial distribution, residents’ socio-
economic position, their political power, or social agency?  
- How could the unequal relations and processes that lead to distribution of 
services be democratised, in order to share the risks and benefits of urban 
environments in a more equal way?  
 
Gandy (2006: 388) paraphrases Lefebvre when he states that “[…] an explicit 
recognition of ‘the right to the city’ – involves looking beyond the technical discourses 
of urban management […] It is better understood as a “right to urban life” that combines 
the practical needs of everyday life with a substantive rather than abstract conception of 
modern citizenship.” In this study, this substantive understanding, related to practical 
needs of city residents, was used as a guide through the analysis, with an intention to 
gaze on the people’s lives behind the technical and economic discourses. 
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2. Urban landscapes of difference  
 
 
 
2.1 Understanding urban landscapes through political ecology 
 
 
 
Political ecology focuses on “factors that shape relations of power among human 
groups, and that influence relations between these and diverse aspects of their 
environments” (Paulson et al. 2003: 205). Strictly speaking, political ecology is not a 
theory in itself, but rather an “analytical, normative, and applied” theoretical approach 
that is based on shared concepts (Paulson et al. 2003: 206). It is concerned with both 
environmental degradation and social justice.  
 
Political ecology uses political power and social organisation as its starting points when 
studying changes in environments. Societies are unable to dominate all environmental 
variables perfectly, and usually the failure to do so is reflected differentially on the 
population groups sharing the urban space. These differences often resemble historical 
and social realities, such as gendered or ethnic relations. (Pelling 2003: 89-90). In 
addition to differences in the distribution of risks and benefits between groups, political 
ecology is also interested in differences within groups (Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003: 
905). One important question that political ecology has given much attention to is a 
plurality of perceptions and positions related to the environment. (Paulson et al 2003: 
205-208). It has been understood that groups and communities are often not 
homogeneous in their views on resource control and use. Rather, there may be many 
internal differences within groups in attitudes and the ways in which the world is shaped 
and resources are used. (Nygren & Rikoon 2008: 770; Paulson et al 2003: 210). The 
plurality of perceptions related to the environment is often influenced by variables such 
as gender, education, or one’s political or economic standing. This is why struggles over 
resources are affected by cultural knowledge and values. (Paulson et al 2003: 206-209).  
 
Nygren & Rikoon (2008: 767, 773) warn against too simplistic notions of nature either 
as a passive canvas which human activities mould or as a purely social construction 
with no dynamics of its own. Even though physical nature should be seen as more than 
social construction, a strict separation between the natural and social would be artificial.  
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Bickerstaff et al. (2009) and Swyngedouw & Heynen (2003: 908) refer to the works of 
Harvey when highlighting the point that built environments and rural regions are often 
positioned as the opposites of each other. Harvey has shown through his classic 
example of New York City that natures are “simultaneously socially and materially 
produced”. This is why “(…) it is no longer possible (…) to talk about the urban and the 
natural as antagonists”. (Bickerstaff et al. 2009: 595). The view of the natural and the 
cultural as a continuum, rather than as opposite forces, is of fundamental importance for 
political ecology. (Bickerstaff et al. 2009: 595). Keil expresses this same sentiment in 
his claim that “the material and symbolic, the natural and the cultural, the pristine and 
the urban are not dual and separate realities but rather intertwined and inseparable 
aspects of the world we inhabit” (Keil 2003: 728). During the last decades, the binary 
division between humanity and nature has largely been abandoned, giving way to more 
comprehensive and holistic research on urban environments (Swyngedouw & Heynen 
2003: 906-908). 
 
As its name implies, the political is of utmost importance to the analysis in political 
ecology. Political ecology emphasises material and discursive relations which create 
specific socio-ecological environments. This inquiry takes the analysis deep into 
questions of structural injustices built into landscapes and the role of different 
governmental and non-governmental actors in producing them. (Bickerstaff et al. 2009: 
596-597). The term politics has been much debated in the literature. Whilst politics have 
been claimed to be forgotten by many environmental scientists, some scholars have 
been criticised for the excessive emphasis they place on politics. Paulson et al. (2003) 
use a broad definition of politics, claiming that it is embedded inside the practices and 
mechanisms through which power is wielded in society. Power, in this setting, is “a 
social relation built on the asymmetrical distribution of resources and risks…” located 
“in the interactions among, and the processes that constitute, people, places and 
resources”. (Paulson et al. 2003: 205). For the purposes of this thesis, these processes 
are studied in relation to use, access, and control over amenities and services. This is 
why the methods and analysis must be “sensitive to relations of difference and power 
among and within social groups” (Paulson et al. 2003: 205). This understanding of 
politics as power relations encompassing all social interaction is obviously much 
broader than a view of politics as merely related to formal institutions and electoral 
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processes. It goes beyond simple institutions or partisan politics to “encompass 
struggles over human practice, meaning, and representation in relation to the 
environment” (Paulson et al 2003: 209, 213).    
 
Political ecology has evolved around disciplines as different from each other as 
ecological anthropology, disaster research, and ecosystems-cybernatics (Paulson et al 
2003: 207). According to Pelling (2003), urban political ecology has benefitted from 
debates on sustainable urbanisation and environmental justice, which both place a 
special emphasis on political economic reasons behind the uneven distribution of risks 
and benefits. Both debates also share a critical yet constructive starting point for 
analysis. Pelling notes that political structures and cultural norms affect the distribution 
of risk between residents in urban environments. (Pelling 2003: 73-74). Through the 
analysis of roles and legitimacy of different political actors, it is possible to access the 
power structures embedded in the distribution of risks and benefits in the urban 
environment. (Pelling 2003: 86)  
 
Environmental justice literature has for a long time focused on socio-spatial inequities 
and the territorial distribution of urban “goods” and “bads” (Bickerstaff et al. 2009: 
592). For example Moore (2008) has studied the politics of the management and 
disposal of garbage in Mexico, and states that the negative consequences of open-air 
dumping for the environment and human health are distributed unevenly between areas 
and population groups. This, according to Moore, is where government agencies and the 
affected populations meet to define the “starting point for any discussion of 
environmental justice” (Moore 2008: 121). Environmental justice literature has brought 
to the foreground the effects that physical living environments have on the quality of 
life of urban residents. It has also emphasised the questions of race, class and gender in 
environmental politics. (Bickerstaff et al. 2009: 592). Several researchers, however, 
have encountered limitations in this literature. According to Bickerstaff et al. (2009), it 
has had a rather narrow view on the just and the unjust, and it has traditionally tended to 
focus on massive environmental problems or hazards, directing attention away from 
everyday forms of injustice in urban environments. The strong focus on toxics, 
pollution and environmental catastrophes, has also meant less emphasis on the question 
of environmental resources, which is of fundamental importance for urban residents and 
issues of equality in cities. (Bickerstaff et al. 2009: 594). Swyngedouw and Heynen 
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(2003) argue that environmental justice analyses arise from the work of advocates rather 
than academics, which limits their strength in terms of theoretical advances and in 
linking various underlying structures to the phenomena in question. While the liberal 
perspective on justice is rather narrow, environmental justice literature does produce 
rich empirical accounts and histories that can support more theoretical work. 
(Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003: 909-910). Keil (2003: 732) recognises the fruitful 
advances made in the field of urban political ecology of environmental justice and 
believes that these insights on sustainability, justice, rights and democracy – subjects of 
interest for both environmental justice and urban political ecology – will be of use and 
interest for both approaches. After all, urban political ecology is also set to understand 
who benefits and who suffers from socio-environmental processes, and how these 
patterns relate to questions of class, gender, or ethnicity (Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003: 
910-911).  
 
This thesis analyses the distribution and quality of urban services. The repercussions of 
not having access to reliable infrastructure affect both human populations and 
ecosystems. The lack of sewage and waste treatment may contaminate soil and water 
and cause illness in human populations. There are complex interconnections between 
ecological and cultural processes which complicate their understanding further. Nygren 
& Rikoon (2008: 777) refer to Pelling’s study of urban flooding in Guayana to 
demonstrate that inequalities in access to urban services can contribute to further risk in 
terms of natural hazards. Also Adelekan (2010: 448) emphasises that a lack of adequate 
infrastructure and planning makes urban residents particularly vulnerable.  
 
According to many scholars of urban political ecology, cities work under the control of 
the most privileged groups, while less powerful populations are often pushed to more 
marginal environments and do not benefit from urban services in an equal manner. 
These unjust positions are often hidden. This is why we have to look behind apparently 
“natural” processes with deeper scrutiny to see whose interests prevalent patterns of 
service provision serve and who holds power behind them. (Swyngedouw & Heynen 
2003: 902-903). According to Swyngedouw & Heynen (2003: 903), “urban socio-
ecological metabolisms are inherently social and material, yet embedded in discursively 
scripted and culturally imagined understandings”. By uncovering these understandings, 
it should be possible to see how both humans and environments are changed by the 
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economic, social and political transformations and processes that take place in urban 
environments. (Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003: 903). Thus, it is not only the services - 
hospitals, schools or potable water -per se that this study focuses on, but the logic 
through which their quality and distribution are created and naturalised.  
 
 
 
2.2 “Southern” cities and urban environmental issues 
 
 
In many Southern regions, increasing numbers of people have left the countryside 
affected by eroding livelihoods, violence, and political exclusion to migrate into 
regional capital cities, in the image of which they have seen a better life. Urban 
planning in these cities has not been able to keep up with the inflow of new migrants. 
Unused land has been seized by informal squatter settlements. (Moore 2008: 124-125).  
Informal settlements are created by a mixture of rapid migration, insufficient attention 
of authorities to the needs of the incoming migrants, the aggravation of poverty, and an 
increasing gap between wealthier residents and those unable to access formal housing. 
While these sites tend to provide inadequate protection from natural hazards and health 
risks, they also have consequences far beyond their borders, for example on flood 
control and erosion. (UN-Habitat 2009: 127-128). 
 
Cities in developing countries are showing the most rapid growth rates on a global level, 
and are the sites where the future population growth will be centred. (UN-Habitat 2009: 
xxii; Watson 2009: 2259). The provision of infrastructure and services for all residents 
will be a highly relevant challenge for cities also in the future. Another challenge will be 
posed by growing inequality and societal fragmentation, partly exacerbated by 
migration patterns and growing differences in income. (Watson 2009: 2263-2264). 
Swyngedouw & Kaika (2003: 19) believe that the development of cities unable to 
accommodate diversity and difference will eventually come to a halt. This makes the 
development of more equal cities a necessary precondition for their well-being and 
urban sustainability. 
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The everyday lives of urban residents rely on infrastructural edifices such as energy, 
water, sewerage, transport, and communication technology, connecting various 
geographic scales (Graham 2010: 1-2). According to Graham, in many cities of the 
Global South “the politics of urban life are played out through unequal struggles to 
improvise reliable water, power, transport, or communications when such services have 
rarely reached levels of access or reliability that allow them to be […] rendered largely 
invisible” (2010: xi). In spite of the fact that cities in the South are home to many 
residents with no access to reliable infrastructure, seeing these cities mainly as a 
problem and equating them with breakdown is one-dimensional and can prevent 
researchers from understanding their social and economic dynamics. McFarlane (2010: 
131) quotes Seabrook when stating that Southern cities are often presented from a 
developmentalist perspective as crying out for relief and waiting for solutions. This 
leads to classifying cities as either functional or dysfunctional, and obscures the 
complexity of urban life (McFarlane 2010: 144) In order to understand the 
opportunities, obstacles and coping strategies in the lives of the residents, it is necessary 
to avoid environmental determinism. According to McFarlane, the relations between 
agency, settlement and infrastructure interruption can aid in this task. This thesis aims to 
address the gap McFarlane (2010: 131, 144) recognises in contemporary research on 
how different groups perceive and respond to lack of services or infrastructure 
interruption. In order to truly understand the variety of service related experiences and 
how these are formed in cities, focus should not be solely on the poorest but instead on 
all different groups inside the city, including middle and high income residents.  
  
While there is great risk in equating Southern cities with misery and dysfunctional 
urban processes, speaking of Southern cities in general is by no means unproblematic. 
Are there “Southern cities” in Mexico, a relatively wealthy OECD country? The term 
cannot be used as a mere geographic notion. It is most useful as a concept referring to 
cities in what is known as the global South, in all its richness and diversity. This is a 
panorama that can present modern high-rise buildings, well-being, and staggering 
economic growth for some sectors of the population, but which coexists with poverty, 
inequality and a lack of opportunities for others. In this context, what should be grasped 
is a logic of societal inequality and public governance that has excluded significant 
sectors of the society.  
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The urban literature on neighbourhood services and effects has mostly concentrated on 
the United Kingdom and the United States (Hastings 2007: 898). The context in which 
these studies have been conducted differs greatly from that of many cities in the so 
called developing world. Hardoy and Pandiella (2009) describe the conditions in which 
the urban poor live in Latin American cities: low-income groups often have no access to 
formal housing and are forced to accommodate themselves in sites prone to risks, and 
their position is further eroded by a lack of good-quality infrastructure and services such 
as potable water, sanitation and waste collection. Public health provision may not be 
adequate and can be costly or highly ineffective. Infectious diseases are common where 
the sanitation infrastructure does not comply with regulations. Houses have to be 
constructed with the materials that are available, often resulting in poorly insulated 
dwellings that lack sufficient ventilation threatening the health of the residents. The 
choice of the site of living is a result of concerns such as accessibility, security and cost 
weighed by the residents. (Hardoy & Pandiella 2009: 204-209)  
 
While the concerns of population groups suffering from poor housing, services and 
infrastructure in Southern cities may seem to differ considerably from those 
encountered by residents in deprived neighbourhoods in cities of the North, their 
experiences are not completely dissimilar, and may be produced through similar 
processes. Political ecology can be seen as a link connecting these two strings of 
literature that, at first, may seem distant from each other. By asking how unequal 
conditions are formed and maintained, it might also be possible to find a more just 
perspective on urban problems (Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003: 901). 
 
 
 
2.3 Dichotomous cities as object of research 
 
 
 
Seeing cities and their surroundings as separate units of analysis is questionable. It is 
difficult to define strict boundaries to cities, as the process of urbanisation as well as the 
social and ecological transformations do not simply stop where an administrative border 
is crossed (Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003: 899). Cities are inter-connected systems, and 
there are no definite borders between “cities” and “countryside”. (Swyngedouw & 
Heynen 2003: 904). 
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The rapid growth of urban areas in many countries has raised concerns of uncontrolled 
population movements leading to a break-down of social development. This has 
provoked efforts to control and halt urbanisation. It has been noted, however, that 
population flows are hard to stop by force. Instead of treating rural migrants as 
intruders, the growth of cities can be seen as a process which can facilitate access to 
services, and provide the country and population with new economic opportunities. 
When urbanisation is given shape by more effective and inclusive planning, the use of 
resources can be optimised. (UN-Habitat 2009: 26, 31). Pelling (2003: 76) warns 
against relying too heavily on neo-Malthusian ideas of competition for living space and 
resources. Instead of seeing urban risk and problems in service provision as a 
consequence of too many people sharing too little space, it would be helpful to also look 
at factors like wealth, culture, administrative capacity, and political orientation. 
Population density does, of course, influence living conditions in urban areas, but these 
can also be a consequence of social and political failure, such as the inability of 
governments to plan urban development and manage it properly. (Pelling 2003: 76).  
 
Cities use considerable amounts of energy and resources. They also produce a lot of 
waste, toxics and pollutants through the concentration of population, economic 
activities and traffic. These processes have an obvious effect on the environment – air, 
fresh water systems, soil – and human health. (UN-Habitat 2009: 113, Pelling 2003: 73-
75). When studying environmental services in urban areas, it is important to remember 
that cities are not just sites of negative environmental effects, however, as they might 
also be major sites of new technological and social innovations, and creativity. (UN-
Habitat 2009: 113).  
 
 
 
2.4 Urban planning and “unplanning” 
 
 
 
When cities are observed from the perspective of social justice, a need to address the 
access of different population groups to urban services emerges as a pressing need. 
Planning consists of agencies, procedures, protocols and instruments mainly related to 
space, land, housing, and property. There is no single structure inherent to planning 
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systems, as these vary greatly according to the context. (UN-Habitat 2009: 19; 81). The 
process of planning in itself does not guarantee any equity in the implementation of 
urban policies, but the probability of this issue being taken into account increases with a 
careful planning process (Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003: 912).     
 
Planning principles have for a long time been transferred from one geographical area to 
another, but the importance of the local context and particularities are increasingly taken 
into account (UN-Habitat 2009: 21). Watson (2009) states that in most of the global 
South planning systems are a legacy of Northern models based on early visions of 
modernisation. These models have also influenced urban planning in Latin America to 
some extent, especially through intellectual exchange during the second half of the 19th 
century. The tradition of master planning –which often failed to take the poor and the 
informal elements of cities into account, and offered few channels of participation– was 
followed in Latin America for a long time, but there has been a late shift towards new 
strategic and more participatory forms of planning. (UN-Habitat 2009: 52, 58). 
Participatory planning has faced obstacles such as societal stratification, short-lived 
changes in local government, politicised, party-based issues, and clientelism. A sense of 
insecurity has also niggled at willingness to participate. (UN-Habitat 2009: xxiii, 57, 
100). In order to participate, residents have to trust that there are gains to be made and 
that their participation will not prejudice them in any way. (Pelling 2003: 91)  
 
Another tendency that has reflected on urban planning in Latin America is the 
privatisation of urban infrastructure present in many Southern cities since the late 
1970s. This tendency is linked to neoliberal policies supporting market principles over 
the public sector, which suffered from a fiscal crisis. (UN-Habitat 2009: 154)  Smith 
(2001: 212) has noted that the privatisation of some vital services such as water has 
often exacerbated existing inequalities by raising the price of a commodity that the 
poorest simply cannot do without. This leads to a situation where a greater part of their 
incomes is compromised to cover their basic needs. Swyngedouw and Kaika (2003: 7) 
claim that while modernist planning has suffered a serious inflation, modernisation as 
an urban process “is alive and kicking”. They believe that the master-planners of state 
have been replaced by a new wave of city builders for the purposes of economic 
competitiveness (Swyngedouw & Kaika 2003: 6-7). A more just form of urbanisation, 
in their view, presents challenges for theory and practice in the sense that these must 
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return to the questions of justice and humanity and work to resolve the environmental 
problems faced by the excluded residents (Swyngedouw & Kaika 2003: 16). There is a 
growing consensus that the complex challenges faced by cities today cannot be solved 
by a single actor such as the state. Urban government is increasingly seen as 
“governance”, a more holistic governing of multi-scale processes in cities. UN-Habitat 
defines urban governance as “the sum of the many ways individuals and institutions, 
public and private, plan and manage the common affairs of the city” and as “a 
continuing process through which conflicting or diverse interests may be 
accommodated and cooperative action can be taken” (2009: 73). The private sector, 
governmental authorities, civil society actors and scientific professionals all have to be 
taken into account as co-evolving when managing urban development. Lemos & 
Agrawal (2006: 309-311) define hybrid forms of governance as innovative mixtures in 
which markets, states, and communities play new roles, addressing the weaknesses of 
each one and building upon the strengths of each other. It must be taken into account, 
however, that the mere number or participants in itself does not make governance more 
democratic, or alter the existent power relations. These goals are likelier to be reached 
through increased accountability and participation, and the acknowledgement of 
conditions needed for long-term sustainability. (Lemos & Agrawal 2006: 312, 319).  
 
There is a wide-spread tendency to divide urban economic and social processes into 
“formal” and “informal” spheres as if these were two separate, independent entities. 
This division is obviously problematic when taken out of a purely abstract environment. 
The term “informality” is often used fairly vaguely to label activities that seem 
undesirable, such as housing that does not comply with construction regulations and 
thus poses a threat to safety and order. This one-dimensional view makes it hard to 
approach the question analytically. There are many links between formal and informal 
activities, and instead of separating them in a clear-cut way they should be seen as a 
continuum. At best, the informal sector can offer practical solutions to pressing social 
problems when the formal economy cannot provide enough jobs due to the modest 
domestic markets.  It can also step in to offer services to groups that have been left 
unattended by the government and ameliorate the burden on public authorities. (UN-
Habitat 2009: 132, 142) In areas where informality is a wide-spread reality, working 
together with these actors to make areas better serviced can be a fruitful way to find 
sustainable solutions to urban problems. (UN-Habitat 2009: 16, 31, 133)  
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Meier et al. (1991) have criticised the literature that presents planning processes and the 
distribution of urban services as unaffected by politics, and the narrow definition of 
politics as an election cycle during which politicians reward their allies. According to 
them, bureaucracy is influenced by politics in a variety of ways through legislation and 
rule-making, recruitment of bureaucrats, interest group pressures, and the limited 
discretion. Meier et al. note that residents are unlikely to have homogeneous preferences 
in terms of services and that their differing wishes and pressures are reflected on 
bureaucracies. (1991: 155, 158-159). Their findings show that urban policies are highly 
unlikely to be conducted by apolitical forces, and that concentrating mainly on elections 
means missing the fields where the “heart of urban politics beats” (Meier et al 1991: 
162, 173). 
 
Planning is by no means a value-neutral, straight-forward process where commonly 
recognised problems are resolved mechanically. It is rather a highly politicised practice 
embedded in power relations and centred on struggles over resources and their 
distribution. In planning, both power to act and power over people are exercised. 
Planning systems can be effective and just when power is exercised in an open, 
transparent and democratic manner, but at their worst, they exercise authoritative power 
over the weak. (UN-Habitat 2009: vii, 73-74). Pelling (2003: 74-75) believes that 
political power works in the construction of discourses used to control resource 
distribution. Those who are able to control the political discourse in cities also have the 
power to choose the development policy priorities. In some environments, alternative 
discourses are silenced, and this is often reflected on the sensitivity to risk and the 
adaption capacity of the cities.  Stevens (2009: 388) emphasises that planners have a 
specific responsibility to take into account those who are excluded by market 
mechanisms, and should be careful to see what is promoted in the name of quality of 
life.  
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2.5 Cities as sites of living 
 
 
 
2.5.1 Urban services as the components of everyday life 
 
 
 
Services like water, electricity, schools, health care, and recreation facilities form 
necessities and thus basic components of the everyday life of urban residents. This 
everyday life is a product of the prevailing circumstances: it changes constantly as a 
result of changes in economic and social structures. (García Meza 1993: 9) Different 
groups have different needs in terms of services. They can also suffer from 
environmental effects in highly differing ways. (Friedrichs et al 2003: 803) When urban 
planners design good quality environments “a shopping list approach” is often 
employed. This strategy implies an assumption that a list of specific environmental 
attributes will ensure well-being in a neighbourhood. Dempsey (2009: 320), however, 
warns that it is important to base policies on actual context-specific social realities. It is 
also important to note that the simple presence of service networks does not mean that 
residents can afford to use them (UN-Habitat 2009: 157). Physical and social factors 
interact in complex ways in the creation of living environments. (Dempsey 2009: 338). 
This variation should be taken into account when analysing service provision in urban 
environments. In order to be inclusive, urban planning should aim to cover the everyday 
needs of a wide variety of urban residents.  
 
According to McFarlane (2010: 132), infrastructure and service patterns in cities 
highlight the reinforcement of power relations. Infrastructure interruption is socially 
mediated: different sectors of population usually do not experience identical 
interruptions in services. The differences between and within cities can be striking. The 
privileged residents often have better means of isolating themselves into enclaves with 
uninterrupted services, while those with less means may have to improvise solutions 
and tap into the city illegally. (McFarlane 2010: 134-135) Political processes, a lack of 
links between civil society actors, and gaps between different levels of government can 
contribute to an uneven distribution of infrastructure and environmental amenities, and 
thus promote the production of unequal geographies. Usually some groups are likelier to 
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gain from an unequal distribution of resources and benefits than others, and thus resist 
any changes to the prevailing situation (Pelling 2003: 87-88).  
 
Large scale interruptions in infrastructure are easily noticed, while the small everyday 
interruptions usually remain invisible for those not affected. McFarlane (2010: 132) 
emphasises that there is a deep inequality embedded in these interruptions. Cities tend 
to focus on noticeable infrastructure projects that can attract investments, instead of 
working on small everyday interruptions faced by the marginalised residents. 
McFarlane sees this tendency as a result of a general corporatisation of urban 
infrastructure and the privatisation of basic services which has raised costs in many 
cities. (McFarlane 2010: 140, 144).  
 
Smith (2001: 207) criticises the tendency to view cities as ecosystems and obscure “the 
spatial situatedness of resource flows as these are socially embedded in the power 
relations that accompany the uneven development of cities” (Smith 2001: 206). Smith 
refers to Harrison et al. (1997) when she notes that gaining access to better services does 
not merely imply social benefits for the residents. It may also promote economic 
development. For example, an area without reliable access to electricity and water will 
hardly be in a position to attract new investments. (Smith 2001: 220).     
 
In Latin America, cities are often divided along lines of infrastructure, wealth and 
safety. Informal settlements exist side by side with enclaves of exclusive services and 
private security. (UN-Habitat 2009: 137) The life in these gated communities has not 
received much attention in research. Another group rarely mentioned when speaking of 
services in Southern cities is the middle class, often rendered invisible in most of the 
existent literature. This gap in the knowledge of urban lifestyles limits our 
understanding of cities. Mercer et al (2007) have studied the perception of health 
services among deprived groups in Scotland. They find the focus on a single socio-
economic group to be one of the main shortcomings of their study, because it makes it 
difficult to compare experiences between neighbourhoods, and to say whether the 
obtained results can be extended to other socioeconomic groups. Understanding the 
experiences of different resident groups would offer important insights to urban 
research and planning. This is why both middle income and high income groups were 
included in this study. 
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2.5.2 Patterns of neighbourhood level service distribution 
 
 
 
Powell & Boyne have reviewed studies on the distribution of goods and services. They 
claim (2001: 186-188) that it is not enough to show that geographical variation exists 
between areas, since people live in very different environments. What is more important 
is to explain the reasons behind the observed inequality (Powell & Boyne (2001: 181-
182). 
 
Public service provision especially in poor neighbourhoods has attracted considerable 
attention in the field of urban studies. These studies were mainly focused on Black 
urban neighbourhoods in the United States during the 1970s and 1980s (Hastings 
2009b: 2907). During the last ten years, the research on distribution of amenities and 
services in socio-economically deprived neighbourhoods has been very active in the 
United Kingdom, where authors such as Hastings (2009b, 2009a, 2007) have studied the 
reasons for and the effects of differentiation in service provisioning. While it is a 
common assumption that poor neighbourhoods suffer from poor services, the evidence 
has not been completely straightforward (Hastings 2007: 898). Duffy (2000: vi) 
identifies two common explanations why services may be worse in deprived 
neighbourhoods. Residents in these neighbourhoods put more pressure on the service 
provision, and the services themselves are of lower quality. Again, the fact that most 
studies are focused on poor neighbourhoods means that services in better-off 
neighbourhoods have received much less attention.  
 
Hastings (2009b: 2908) has detected three inter-related explanations for the under-
provision of services in poor neighbourhoods. The first of these, in Hastings’ words 
“institutional rationing”, takes place on both micro and macro levels as an unintentional 
bias against deprived neighbourhoods. It implies a financial and institutional rationing 
that does not take into account the extent to which disadvantaged areas may be in need 
of enhanced service provision (Hastings 2009b: 2910-2911). The second mechanism is 
the so called “reactive rationing” which refers to attitudes and standards in service 
providers’ work. Hastings (2009b: 2912-2913, 2917) links this rationing to an excessive 
workload, attitudes of provisioning staff considering some residents to “deserve” better 
services than others, and institutional biases that affect providers’ work. The third 
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mechanism of rationing is related to the inhabitants’ social organisation and political 
resources. Residents in better-off neighbourhoods are often more able to organise 
themselves. Duffy (2000: 3) notes that they are likely to have professional and political 
contacts that can aid in their demands for better services. Residents in wealthier areas 
have also been found to have higher expectations in terms of services than residents in 
deprived neighbourhoods (Hastings 2009b: 2913). Hastings’ study (2009b) is mostly 
concerned with indicators of environmental cleanliness, while this study aims to map a 
wider variety of services. However, the factors that influence the distribution of garbage 
collection or street cleaning may also be closely connected to processes steering the 
distribution of, for example, health services and education. Hastings recognises a wide 
variety of ways in which political power in its different forms is likely to influence 
service provision. These processes intensify each other to further disadvantage the 
residents of poor neighbourhoods. (Hastings 2009b: 2923-2924).  
 
Powell & Boyne emphasise that when equality is the objective of policies, it is 
important to ask whether it should imply equality of expenditure, provision, access, use, 
or outcome (2001: 189). Equal outcomes demand different allocations of resources. 
Hastings (2007: 896) claims that territorial justice ultimately comes down to the 
differential levels of need in different neighbourhoods, stemming from physical 
attributes such as topography and especially from acute socioeconomic needs. It is not 
enough to compare spending in different areas to determine whether policies are likely 
to increase or combat urban inequalities. (Hastings 2007: 897). In Duffy’s study, 
demand for services such as health care, social benefits, education, and public 
transportation was found to be higher in deprived areas, adding pressure on service 
provision (Duffy 2000: iv). Duffy (2000: 10) links these demands with the demographic 
characteristics of deprived residents often having young children, not owning a car, and 
suffering from unemployment. Mercer et al (2007) have found the concentration of 
families with health and social problems in certain areas to place pressures on the health 
care system. In their study, high demand for health services resulted in shorter times to 
attend to patients, and multiple issues being presented simultaneously during the 
consultation. More stress was placed on both the doctors and the patients, and the latter 
had little time to express their concerns. 
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Also other complex issues can increase pressure on public service provision in 
neighbourhoods. Duffy’s examples include pupils having motivational problems 
because of high rates of unemployment in deprived areas, problems to find a place 
where to do their homework, and being hungry in crowded classrooms. Services can 
also be more difficult to provide in disadvantaged areas due to a lack of internet and 
telephone connections that could aid in the provision. Practical operating concerns such 
as poor urban design, a higher probability of theft and vandalism, and a lower 
propensity of residents to participate in community and volunteer activities can make 
maintenance more challenging. Because of harsher conditions, deprived areas may also 
face more problems in recruiting qualified staff. (Duffy 2000: 2-3). These interplaying 
issues show the complexity of the demands and needs in different areas. These needs 
are deeply entwined in the social, economic and environmental conditions of the area. 
 
While the need for some services may be more acute in deprived neighbourhoods, 
residents may be less likely to use others. Duffy found this to apply to leisure centres, 
libraries, and universities. The lower demand may be linked to the time and money 
needed to use these services, aggravating the exclusion of low income groups from the 
normal life of the community. The residents that do not make use of these services are 
likelier to lose related benefits such as improved physical and mental health, and 
enhanced learning in the case of children. (Duffy 2000: 11).  
 
In their study on the environmental concerns of poor neighbourhoods in the UK, 
Burningham & Thrush (2003) found that while everyday concerns such as inadequate 
services often attract less attention than major environmental problems, they have a 
strong impact on residents’ lives. For example, the price of energy can affect the 
household economics in an important way. Burningham & Thrush (2003) note that even 
though various aspects of neighbourhood deprivation have been tackled in research, 
studies are often not linked to each other in an adequate manner. (Burningham & 
Thrush 2003: 518-519) One of the main findings of Burningham & Thrush’s study is 
that residents’ environmental concerns are strongly interconnected with social and 
economic concerns. It may not be fruitful to categorise problems in neighbourhoods as 
“social” or “environmental”, as this could obscure relevant dimensions of these issues. 
Instead, problems could be analysed in terms of local sustainability, combining both 
aspects. (Burningham & Thrush 2003: 523-524, 534). 
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2.5.3 “Neighbourhood effects” 
 
 
 
Urban segregation and deprived neighbourhoods have been major objects of research 
within urban studies (Buck 2001: 2252; Kleinhans et al. 2010: 382). Segregation is 
believed to begin when some groups face a lack of opportunities in terms of residential 
mobility, while others can choose the area where they want to live. It has been found to 
disconnect different social groups from society. One specific subject of study related to 
urban segregation are neighbourhood effects, which were turned into a major focus of 
debate after Wilson’s 1987 publication “The Truly Disadvantaged” (Friedrichs & 
Blasius 2003: 807).   
 
Neighbourhood effects or area effects have been the focus of much research in the US 
and the UK. The debate starts from a supposition that a person’s living environment 
influences his opportunities for example in terms of education, employment and health. 
The phenomenon is believed to start when the urban poor are highly concentrated in 
small areas and put pressure on the local service provision, individuals are stigmatised 
by the poor reputation of the area, the neighbourhood does not receive the same services 
or the same quality of services as other neighbourhoods, and the socialisation process 
influences negatively the lives of the residents (Atkinson & Kintrea 2001: 2277-2278). 
Atkinson & Kintrea (2001: 2278) describe area effects as “the net change in the 
contribution to life-chances made by living in one area rather than another”. They have 
studied area effects using both qualitative and quantitative methods, and see a lack of 
qualitative evidence in the literature. While quantitative methods are sometimes 
preferred in order to accomplish generalisable results, they do not always support a 
more profound analysis of perceptions and explanations (Atkinson & Kintrea 2004: 
440). Most studies, especially empirical research, also concentrate on poor areas instead 
of studying differentiated neighbourhoods. Friedrichs & Blasius (2003: 807) find this 
problematic since in spite of a lack of evidence from various types of neighbourhoods, 
assumptions are extended to apply to all of them. 
 
Several mechanisms behind area effects have been detected. They are mostly related to 
social interaction between neighbours such as in the case of the “collective socialization 
model” (Buck 2001: 2255). According to the “expectations model” and the “relative 
29 
 
deprivation model” residents compare their own situation with that of their neighbours, 
and their expectations are influenced by these examples. In the “competition model” 
everyone competes for the same scarce resources, exhausting the capacity of service 
providers. The “institutional model” explains how neighbourhood effects work 
indirectly through services, for example when poor areas do not manage to attract 
enough personnel or cannot provide adequate services because of resource constraints. 
(Buck 2001: 2255) Friedrichs et al (2003: 802) find similar mechanisms behind 
neighbourhood effects, listing neighbourhood resources, model learning through social 
relationships, socialisation, and collective norms. What is interesting to note is that all 
of these explanations rely mainly on endogenous instead of exogenous mechanisms, 
connecting the negative effects with the neighbourhood itself rather than looking for 
broader explanations in the surrounding socio-economic realities.  
  
Research on the compositional characteristics of neighbourhoods has assumed that 
socially mixed areas have a positive effect on poor residents, because they “upgrade” 
the residents’ standards and demands leading to better services, and increase the 
stability of the area. Prospects of community participation, social capital, and social 
cohesion are also likelier to improve, diminishing the effect of negative stigmas. Middle 
income families have been seen as positive role models in poor areas. (Blasius & 
Friedrichs 2007: 755, 757).  However, Blasius & Friedrichs (2007: 775) emphasise that 
social status heterogeneity in itself does not guarantee certain outcomes. There are many 
interacting dimensions to social heterogeneity which work in different directions. 
Friedrichs et al (2003: 798) see the flight of middle income families from poor inner-
city areas mainly as affecting the degradation of the service structure through the 
decline of the local tax base. A vicious circle is formed when these areas fail to attract 
residents with resources and turn into areas of marginalisation. (Friedrichs et al 2003: 
798)  
 
Atkinson & Kintrea (2001) have found that living in a deprived neighbourhood affects 
daily life negatively in terms of employment and health, and that living in these areas is, 
at least to some degree, a result of economic constraints. They emphasise, however, that 
the reality is more complex than this simple affirmation. For example, the attachment to 
the local level was found to be higher in poorer areas (Atkinson & Kintrea 2001: 2288-
2289, 2295). There were significant differences between cities, and Atkinson & Kintrea 
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(2001: 2291) believe that local economies offering better employment opportunities 
ameliorate neighbourhood effects. Buck (2001: 2252-2253) notes that it is important to 
remember that there are significant differences in the sorting mechanisms depending on 
the country. In the absence of strong redistributive policies and in societies with high 
rates of economic and social inequality, area affects are likely to be much more severe. 
(Atkinson & Kintrea 2004: 439; Friedrichs et al 2003: 800). New study sites in Southern 
countries such as Mexico could offer very relevant and much-needed insights into the 
effects of public and private service distribution between and inside neighbourhoods.  
 
Atkinson & Kintrea (2001) claim that although there is a wide consensus that area 
effects exist, these are circular processes in which many different relationships interact, 
and very hard to separate from other sources of inequality. Poverty does not arise from 
living in a poor neighbourhood but has much more to do with wider economic and 
social processes. (Atkinson & Kintrea 2001: 2279). Moving from one address to another 
cannot be expected to solve complex issues related to urban poverty and inequality 
(Kleinhans et al 2010: 383). It would be naïve to see realities and processes present in 
deprived or better-off neighbourhoods merely as area-related effects instead of social 
effects deriving from the complex processes of political power and decision making at 
wider social scales. (Powell & Boyne 2001: 189) A neighbourhood should thus not be 
isolated from its context as a separate site of analysis. Friedrichs et al (2003: 800) claim 
that neighbourhood effects are often not fully detected because they are expected to be 
direct instead of indirect, the available data are not always suitable for this kind of 
research, and residents may take action to ameliorate these effects. Buck (2001: 2254) 
emphasises that neighbourhood is only one possible option when studying the effects of 
different contexts on people. However, sites of living are of significant importance 
when the aim is to unveil social and economic inequality related to urban services. 
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2.6 Towards an improved quality of life in urban environments 
 
 
Stevens (2009: 374) notes that when government officials speak of enhancing liveability 
in urban areas, they rarely define clearly what this means in terms of environmental 
quality. He casts a critical eye on how certain kinds of aesthetic appearances in cities are 
often considered more valuable than others because of their orderliness. This emphasis 
in itself creates inequality because it channels resources towards the visual features of 
public spaces not used equally by all citizens. Stevens argues that some residents have 
more resources such as time and money and are in a likelier position to have access to 
these public spaces, and the emphasis on aesthetic consumer spaces benefits above all 
the private sector in cities (Stevens 2009: 372). It is evident that the priorities of low-
income groups, especially in Southern cities, lie elsewhere than in spaces that they 
cannot afford to access.  
 
It is important to analyse policy objectives in urban environments from the viewpoint of 
different groups. It is also important to ask how the results of an enhanced quality of life 
are to be measured. Economic indicators are unlikely to cover the residents’ experiences 
of quality of life in a sufficient way. As Stevens (2009: 377) points out, if the objective 
is to match residents and their environments in an optimal way, users of spaces are 
likely to be the best judges on the quality of their neighbourhoods. Residents’ own 
perception of their neighbourhood and the problems affecting it should be considered 
before judging the quality of environments according to visual attributes.  Hastings & 
Dean (2003: 174) have pointed out that when the visual image of a certain area is 
improved, the ones who benefit are not necessarily the original residents. Sometimes, 
these changes are accompanied by a bounce in prices, which may in fact displace or 
lead to further exclusion and stigmatisation of the original residents. (Hastings & Dean 
2003: 182) 
 
This thesis aims to discover the logic behind the quality of services in different parts of 
the city of Villahermosa, concentrating on outcomes. It is important to understand 
whether some urban residents benefit or suffer more than others from the spatial 
distribution of services and how this distribution is connected to the surrounding 
socioeconomic and political realities. As indicated in the previous sections, a wide 
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variety of literature has examined urban environments and neighbourhoods from 
different points of view, including planning, informality, service provision, 
neighbourhood effects, service expectations and satisfaction, and social organisation. 
The emphasis in the literature lies heavily on socially and economically deprived 
neighbourhoods, but this study seeks to address the gap in what is known about the 
quality and perceptions of urban services in low-income, middle-income, and high-
income areas. It paints a holistic picture of several environmental and social aspects 
present in the life of urban residents. Hopefully, studies like this thesis can assist in 
determining how urban landscapes that have been naturalised as unequal by residents 
and authorities alike could become more democratic, equal, and socially inclusive 
spaces for the people inhabiting in them. This study works as a suggestive guide to the 
urban everyday life, unveiling economic processes, social relations, and power 
relationships which work to produce and naturalise inequality in urban environments. 
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3. Methodology 
 
 
 
This thesis is part of a broad project on environmental governance financed by the 
Academy of Finland and conducted by Finnish and Mexican researchers from the 
University of Helsinki and the Universidad Juárez Autónoma de Tabasco. While the 
project covers various issues and areas in the Mexican state of Tabasco, this particular 
thesis was conducted using qualitative methods to shed light on the urban services 
provided in different parts of Villahermosa. In order to gain a more comprehensive 
understanding of the provision of services in the city, a Mexican doctoral student and a 
group of student assistants was hired by the project to study the same issue through 
quantitative survey research. Although no quantitative data was collected or used in this 
thesis, the two types of data will later be used in a complementary manner for the 
research purposes of the project. The subject of this thesis and the areas where it was 
conducted had already been defined by the project leader during the preparation of the 
research project, long before the author assumed the assignment. However, the exact 
focus of the study and the research questions were formed by the author, and the final 
selection of the neighbourhoods inside the city was done by the project members before 
and during the fieldwork in Mexico. 
 
In this chapter, the research procedures and methods used in this study will be reviewed. 
The chapter starts with a description of the research site and the reasons why it was 
considered fitting for the scope of this study. It will move on to present the methods that 
were chosen for conducting this study, the reasons why these were selected, and what 
type of interview questions and data was considered appropriate for the purposes of the 
analysis. The selection of the interviewees and their suitability for this study will be 
analysed, then the interview process itself, and finally some limitations in the data will 
be looked at. The chapter ends with a short discussion of the methods used to analyse 
the data. 
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3.1 The city of Villahermosa as a research setting 
 
 
When urban issues are discussed, attention is often focused on megacities because of 
their high visibility. However, an important part of the urban population lives in cities 
of less than one million inhabitants, and these cities continue to grow at a fast pace. 
Medium-sized cities often suffer from weaker institutions than the national capitals, and 
they are usually not prioritised in terms of urban planning. They may suffer from a lack 
of resources and their growth may go unnoticed on the national level, which sets them 
in a challenging position. (UN-Habitat 2009: xxii, 29). Addressing these middle-sized 
cities in research would offer valuable insights on urban planning. 
 
The city of Villahermosa presents many characteristics that made it particularly fruitful 
for the purposes of this thesis. It is a middle sized city of little less than 400 000 
inhabitants (INEGI 2010) situated in the hot and humid flood-prone coastal lowlands of 
Tabasco. Because low-elevation coastal zones contain 13 per cent of the global urban 
population and account for more than a half of the world’s gross domestic product, 
understanding the interplay of urban planning and vulnerability in this kind of settings is 
likely to offer important insights for urban development. (UN-Habitat 2009: 39).  
 
Due to the fast economic growth following the petroleum boom, urbanisation in 
Villahermosa has not been directed by holistic planning. Oil was first found in the 
proximity of the city in 1949, but it was not until the real petroleum boom in the 1970s 
that the industry gained a crucial importance for the development of the region. The 
state experienced a vast transformation as a consequence of the high investments of 
Pemex and the rapid growth of employment opportunities. By 1983, Pemex offered 
employment to 25 000 persons. (García Meza 1993: 2-5, 46). There was a considerable 
increase in migration, especially between the years 1975 and 1980. What followed 
were, according to García Meza (1993: 6), “accelerated and anarchic processes of 
urbanisation”1.  
 
                                                 
1 All quotations from the study by García Meza (1993) have been translated by the author of this thesis. 
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The lack of urban planning and the proliferation of informal service provision are issues 
of high relevance in many Southern cities. Most literature on services in urban 
neighbourhoods, however, is centred on the cities of the North, and is thus unlikely to 
correspond to the challenges that these realities present. Characteristics connected to 
historical features such as rapid urbanisation and environmental risks made 
Villahermosa a particularly rich setting for shedding light on the questions of resource 
and service distribution. Another benefit that Villahermosa offered was the possibility 
to study patterns of service distribution inside a relatively small inner-city area, while 
covering areas of high socio-economic variation.  
 
 
 
3.2 How the selection of research areas was done 
 
 
 
Three neighbourhoods inside Villahermosa were selected as the research setting of this 
study. The selection was based on work performed by the Finnish project leader at the 
beginning of the research project, who visited the area on several occasions before the 
author of this thesis joined the project. Since access to and the spatial and socio-
economic logic of distribution of urban services were the main interest of the analysis, 
the selection of neighbourhoods was done so that they would present differences in 
socio-economic characteristics. This offered a chance to grasp a plurality of perceptions 
and positions by analysing different groups’ actions and views related to the provision 
of services. It also allowed for an analysis of the ways in which residents’ economic 
standing or site of living are linked to the mechanisms through which patterns of service 
provision are constructed. 
 
All of the selected neighbourhoods are situated relatively close to each other in inner-
city areas (see Annex 1 for a map of Villahermosa). All three neighbourhoods have 
been threatened by massive flooding during the last 15 years. It was important to take 
this into account, since an unequal presence of risks could affect the quality of services. 
If the flood risk is relatively similar in all areas, it cannot alone count for any major 
differences in this sense. The presence of environmental risks was considered during the 
selection phase also because of the scope of the wider research project. The Finnish 
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project leader accompanied the author during the fieldwork in Mexico in the summer of 
2011, gathering her own data on the experiences and views of local residents related to 
floods and flood management in Villahermosa. This meant that the interviews on flood 
experiences and on urban services were conducted successively in the same households. 
In addition to the project leader and the author of this thesis, the Mexican doctoral 
student was present and assisted in all interviews during the four-week fieldwork. 
 
Deprived areas have been a major focus of study in urban research. Some thought 
should be given to this term when selecting specific research settings. What makes an 
area advantaged or deprived socio-economically? Ross et al (2001: 568) define 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods as those with high levels of disorder such as crime, 
vandalism, graffiti, danger, and noise. Hastings (2007: 900) and Duffy (2000: iv-1, 7-8) 
use indices of multiple deprivation that go far beyond income poverty, consisting of 
domains such as employment, health, literacy, car ownership, education, and barriers to 
housing and services. Sophisticated quantitative indicators provide useful data, but this 
kind of precise information is often very hard to obtain, especially in Southern cities. 
The variety of indicators demonstrates that income should by no means be used as the 
only indicator of deprivation. The economic situation of a particular household is not 
static, and it may be very difficult to define whether a household can be categorised as 
“deprived” and what factors would have to change for the same household to be 
classified as “non-deprived”. Buck (2001) finds exclusion from the normal activities of 
society 2 to capture the processes leading to deprivation better than static descriptions of 
a household’s economic position. He measures this exclusion through various 
indicators, such as being able to heat one’s house. (Buck 2001: 2253, 2262)  
 
In the literature, the definition of better-off areas has been much less problematised than 
that of deprived areas. Berg (2009: 84) notes that powerful and elite groups have not 
been studied as much as powerless and poor people, because they are often very hard to 
access. However, also in these areas the everyday experiences related to urban services 
go beyond simple figures of income. Including these groups in the analysis of urban 
areas provides us a more comprehensive image of how the service provision is likely to 
be affected by many other factors than simple monetary fees paid for services. In any 
                                                 
2 This idea follows Townsend’s (1979) thoughts on poverty as exclusion inhibiting full participation in 
society. (Buck 2001: 2259) 
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case, it is important to keep in mind that deprived neighbourhoods can be home to 
wealthy households, as well as better-off neighbourhoods to lower income groups 
(Burningham & Thrush 2003: 520). Although the neighbourhoods included in this study 
are not mixed to this extent and represent very different socio-economic groups, it 
should not be forgotten that there are lower and higher middle income residents in all 
areas, and speaking of deprived or advantaged areas is a simplification. 
 
 
3.3 A short descriptive visit to the chosen areas 
 
 
The selection of the neighbourhoods was done by the project leader, who chose three 
larger areas of particular interest inside the city. These were believed to present 
significant differences in their socio-economic composition. The selected areas were the 
commercial and high-class residential area of Tabasco 20003, a mostly middle class area 
close to the historical centre of the city, and the mixed, but mostly low income area of 
Gaviotas, which has grown out of informal settlements.  
 
Tabasco 2000 is described on a website for tourists visiting Mexico in the following 
way: 
 
“Dazzling buildings and ample recreational centres changed the 
physiognomy of the state capital, being the so-called Tabasco 2000 Zone 
the main showcase of progress, the best example of the rejuvenated city. 
Here you can find the huge, exuberant and amusing Tabasco Park, with a 
sea aquarium and an open-air theatre, and the Planetarium, one of the main 
observatories of Mexico.” (Enjoy Mexico, 2011)  
 
 
Tabasco 2000 was an urban project lead by the governor Leandro Rovirosa Wade in the 
1970s and 1980s. It represents an important commercial zone in the city of 
Villahermosa. In her study, García Meza (1993: 16) found Tabasco 2000 to have a 
significant spatial meaning for the residents of the city. In my own interviews, Tabasco 
                                                 
3 García Meza (1993: 166) describes Tabasco 2000 as consisting of three zones: the Zona Centro which 
hosts the famous Planetarium, the Town Hall and commercial buildings and hotels; Zona Campestre 
consisting of hotels, a golf court and a residential zone, and Los Espejos where the well maintained La 
Choca Park surrounds middle class residences. 
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2000 was presented as a project to create a modern image for the state during the 
explosive growth related to the petroleum boom. 
 
The residential area that was selected inside of Tabasco 2000 was Galaxia, a 
neighbourhood accommodating around 2950 residents (INEGI 2010). It is a highly 
organised private area surrounded by walls and guards. Galaxia is a strictly residential 
neighbourhood inside of which the use of the buildings or public spaces for commercial 
activities is not allowed. It presents many physical features of a high-class residential 
area, thus differing somewhat from the other two neighbourhoods that were selected for 
this study. These features include a well maintained park with a common area and 
lavatories for the use of residents, and streets in a very good condition. There were 
expensive cars parked outside the houses, and the gardens were well taken care of – this 
image was embodied by a bush cut in the form of a llama outside one of the houses. 
However, Galaxia is to some extent a mixed area of middle class and wealthy 
households, unlike its neighbour Zona Campestre which is considered an elite area of 
only high-class residences.  
 
 
Image 1. A street view from Galaxia 
 
The second area where fieldwork for this thesis was conducted was the residential 
neighbourhood of Guayabal, consisting of two smaller areas called Las Brisas and El 
Parque, both of which were included in the interviews. Again, the selection was due to 
the proneness to flooding and the socio-economic composition of the area. Guayabal is 
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situated relatively close to the historical centre of the city, being part of the middle class 
residential areas on the same side of the Grijalva River. The area consists mostly of 
two-storey concrete residences of a somewhat homogeneous appearance, 
accommodating around 3270 residents (INEGI 2010). There are some parks and 
commercial establishments between the houses. On the fringes of the residential area 
there is a gasoline station, a big supermarket, a school, a hotel, and on the other side of 
the avenue delineating the neighbourhood, a big recreational park.  
 
 
Image 2. A street view from Guayabal 
 
The third larger area that was selected for the analysis was that of Gaviotas Sur. It was 
found to represent relatively well the living conditions of lower income groups in the 
inner city areas of Villahermosa. Gaviotas Sur is a very large and particularly densely 
populated area in comparison to the other two areas included in the study. This area is 
separated from the city centre by the Grijalva River that flows through Villahermosa. 
Most interviews for this study were done in a smaller area inside Gaviotas Sur called 
San José, which accommodates around 3310 inhabitants (INEGI 2010). Gaviotas Sur 
differs considerably from the other two selected areas in visual features, hosting a very 
heterogeneous range of housing and small businesses. The area is heavily transited by 
cars and pochimóviles, small vehicles resembling rickshaws that only circulate inside 
Gaviotas. During my fieldwork, the confusing traffic arrangements stood out in the area. 
Power cables were weighed down by bundles of illegal connections, redirecting 
electricity to the surrounding houses. Many of the side roads are not covered by asphalt 
and become filled with muddy puddles and water during the rainy season. While most 
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of the houses are one- or two-storey concrete buildings, several houses have been 
constructed out of pieces of lamina. There were dogs wandering on the streets in search 
of garbage. The terrains that had been left unattended had piles of trash, and many 
sewer covers were missing, leaving holes in the middle of the road. Further south, there 
were black spots of carbon on the side of the streets where garbage had been burnt. It 
must be kept in mind, however, that Gaviotas Sur hosts a wide variety of residents and 
houses, including many well-maintained and relatively large middle income residences. 
There were also parks and green areas with swing sets between the houses and some of 
the streets did not differ from many middle class areas in the historical centre. 
 
 
Image 3. A street view from the low income area of Gaviotas Sur 
 
Although the broader sites of research had been selected before the beginning of the 
fieldwork, the selection of the specific neighbourhoods was in part influenced by the 
collaboration of municipal delegates. In Villahermosa, each neighbourhood has an 
official delegate and a sub-delegate who are formally in charge of supervising and 
running matters related to problems detected in their areas.4 While conducting 
preliminary interviews during the first days of fieldwork, it was noted that obtaining 
resident interviews would be challenging without a local contact person whom the 
residents would know and trust. Residents were remarkably suspicious and reluctant to 
share information with strangers, or even to come out of their residences to find out 
                                                 
4 There are 194 municipal delegates and 194 subdelegates in the urban area of Villahermosa. Municipal 
delegates are public servants responsible for reporting and acting on maintenance needs in residential 
areas during their three-year assignment. Delegates are chosen through local elections. 
41 
 
what the interviews were about. This problem was tackled through the help of the 
municipality. The Mexican and Finnish leaders of the research project organised a 
meeting with the coordinator of the municipal delegates and the delegates of the areas of 
interest, who in turn, assisted in getting in touch with the persons in charge of the 
specific areas of interest. These preliminary contacts proved to be useful in accessing 
the neighbourhoods. For example, without the local subdelegate who himself lived in 
Galaxia, it would have been very difficult to access the privately guarded 
neighbourhood.  
 
Although all of the resident interviews were conducted inside the three selected 
neighbourhoods, the questions asked in the interviews addressed services beyond the 
borders of these neighbourhoods, such as schools, hospitals and markets. The residents 
and their experiences of services in the city are not tied to their residential areas, as they 
move around the city conducting their everyday life activities and are affected by 
processes far beyond their areas of residence.  
 
 
 
3.4 Selecting the research techniques 
 
 
 
Berg (2009: 3, 8) describes qualitative methods as a world of senses such as sounds and 
smells that are particularly appropriate for studying social settings and their inhabitants, 
and the way in which these inhabitants act, explain, and make sense of their 
environments. Choosing the particular methods for this study was guided by the chosen 
theoretical framework, political ecology. Although the issues related to service and 
resource distribution are social and material, they are “embedded in discursively 
scripted and culturally imagined understandings” (Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003: 903). 
These understandings were found to be tackled efficiently through resident interviews, 
as described by Kleinhans et al (2010: 387) to explore “complex temporal and 
geographical influences that shape an individual’s responses to or experience of a 
particular neighbourhood”. The methods used in this thesis were further complemented 
and strengthened by the use of quantitative methods by the Mexican Ph.D. student 
whose research on services covered the same issues and areas as this thesis but through 
survey techniques and statistical analysis. Further on, the results of both studies will be 
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synthesised. The results of this quantitative study, however, are not included in this 
thesis. 
This qualitative study aimed at understanding residents’ living environments in a broad 
way, spanning feelings of trust or distrust, a sense of security, satisfaction with their 
surroundings, interaction with neighbours, or concerns related to their neighbourhoods. 
These insights were seen as valuable since they helped in creating a broader picture of 
the residents’ use, access to, and satisfaction with services. Qualitative semi-structured 
interviews were chosen as the main method for the study, because while they followed 
predefined themes, they allowed for interviewees to talk about issues in their own words 
and terms, and permitted for flexibility in responses (Burningham & Thrush 2003: 522). 
From the point of view of political ecology, both political power and social organisation 
were important for the analysis since they could help determine through which 
processes the distribution of services and resources in the city takes place, and how the 
residents are able to influence it. The everyday experiences of residents had to be 
addressed by engaging with the residents themselves. This is why neighbourhood-level 
interviews were used to collect data instead of other methods such as talking to local 
authorities, or analysing media reports or policy documents.  
 
Berg (2009) has noted that researchers often do not acknowledge how the methods and 
the theory they have chosen limit the scope of the data to restricted parts of reality. He 
believes that the image presented should be improved by triangulating theoretical 
concepts, methodological tools, and analysis techniques (2009: 5-8). The limited 
duration of the fieldwork and the scope of this Master’s thesis meant that triangulation 
could not be accomplished perfectly in terms of methods. However, resident interviews 
were accompanied by observation and photographing on the field and the observations 
were recorded in a field diary. Additionally, local newspapers were often flicked 
through when the articles were related to the neighbourhoods or services in question, 
but not in any systematic manner. 
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3.5 The issues covered by the interview questions 
 
 
 
During the first days of fieldwork, the Mexican project leader revised the question list 
for the interviews which had been formulated by the author in Finland, making 
additional suggestions related to the local context that could not have been grasped by a 
person who had not visited the city before. He also made sure that the wording was easy 
to understand and simplified the structure of the questions to some extent. 
 
The data collected during fieldwork consists of 31 resident interviews and 11 short, 
informal conversations with owners of local businesses or residents in other areas of the 
city. Approximately ten interviews per neighbourhood were considered as the minimum 
for drawing conclusions on the basis of the collected data. In addition, two institutes, 
INEGI5 (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía) and INVITAB6 (Instituto de 
Vivienda de Tabasco) were visited to gather additional information on the 
neighbourhoods and their housing patterns. The duration of the fieldwork was one 
month.  
 
Throughout the fieldwork, the author was accompanied by the Finnish project leader as 
well as the Mexican Ph.D. student who helped in all practical matters such as 
establishing contacts, accessing the areas as well as clarifying issues and words related 
to the local context. Their familiarity with the city saved a considerable amount of time 
and energy during the fieldwork, since the author who had not visited the areas before 
did not have to spend time solving problems related to transportation, logistics or 
finding the different areas inside the city, which permitted the four week fieldwork to be 
dedicated solely to working on the interviews. During all of the interviews, all three 
members of the research group took notes, thus making it possible to compare issues 
that required clarifying after the interviews. These notes could also have served as 
concrete back up material in case the notes had been damaged during fieldwork. 
 
                                                 
5 National Institute of Statistics and Geography provided the research group with detailed maps and 
statistical information.  
6 Tabasco Housing Institute offers different types of housing programmes for middle and low income 
groups. 
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It was acknowledged that different neighbourhoods are likely to have differing 
problems or needs, and for this reason residents were encouraged to talk about issues 
that were particularly relevant in their own area, placing a special emphasis on their 
own views, knowledge, feelings, and sensory experiences. In this way, it was hoped to 
include accounts of how individual residents understood the social reality around them, 
and how it affected their decisions. This touches upon “life-worlds” as described by 
Berg (2000: 9): emotions, motivations, meanings, and other subjective aspects in 
residents’ lives that can represent their behaviour, experiences, routines and the aspects 
that influence these in their environments. Still, it must be kept in mind that the usage of 
a pre-formulated interview structure –however flexible it may have been– limits the 
emergence of the meanings and languages that would come naturally to the 
interviewees. Buck has found additional limitations to apply to the data collected using 
qualitative methods in neighbourhood research. According to him, it is difficult to get 
hold of the effects and causalities that residents themselves are not aware of. It is also 
challenging to make sure that “sufficient diversity in circumstances” is included in the 
study. (Buck 2001: 2258). 
 
I originally intended to use the concept “environmental urban services” in this study to 
refer to amenities. However, the simple term “services” was found more convenient, as 
the purpose was to include other relevant aspects for the daily experiences of the 
residents, such as health care and education, social organisation and relations with the 
local authorities. These are all significant factors in terms of their daily lives in the 
neighbourhoods, and directly influence their physical surroundings. In urban living 
environments, separating “social” and “environmental” amenities from each other is a 
difficult task. Wilson et al (2010: 127) elaborate on how for example the lack of 
sidewalks, parks, grocery shopping facilities, and public transportation can impact 
residents’ health through nutrition and physical exercise. This is how both the physical 
and social environment affect the behaviour of residents through complex, interlinked, 
and sometimes unpredictable processes. Dempsey (2009: 339) has found that residents 
in an urban neighbourhood often do not refer separately to their physical or their social 
surroundings but see these as a larger entity where indicators are inter-related. This is 
why it was important to address many different aspects of the neighbourhood. The 
questions asked were not meant to simply map out which services existed in each area, 
but to understand the complex processes of inclusion and exclusion and access to 
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resources inside the city. Since the theoretical framework through which the material 
was analysed was political ecology, the larger social, political and economic context of 
the city was seen to have a crucial role behind the patterns of services in a single 
neighbourhood. The aim was to connect specific services to broader questions of 
equality in urban landscapes.  
 
The interview structure followed a fairly constant pattern. It usually started with general 
questions regarding the neighbourhood and the interviewee’s experiences of it. These 
questions were found to be easy to start with since they worked as a general 
introduction to the neighbourhood and to the interview topic, while being 
simultaneously personal and non-threatening. Then questions related to housing and 
tenancy were asked, followed by drinking water, running water, the sewerage system, 
the use of gas, the provision of electricity, waste management and cleanliness, health 
services, shopping, free time, parks, education facilities, telecommunication services, 
transportation, environmental problems, social organisation and problem resolving 
among neighbours, the local authorities, security, and participation, and the future of the 
neighbourhood. A simplified and translated list of the interview questions can be found 
in Annex 2.  
 
Considering the current security issues in Mexico that are increasingly affecting states 
like Tabasco, some precautions were taken when conducting field research. The 
interviews were anonymous and no personal information such as age, number of 
members in the family, or income levels were asked about. The emphasis was on broad 
personal service-related experiences and it was emphasised that there was no interest in 
gathering specific family-related information. Some of the questions were relatively 
sensitive considering the prevailing conditions. These included issues such as the 
security of the neighbourhood, the precautions that the residents had taken, and their 
free time activities. These were all included in the interview in a matter-of-fact style, 
strictly related to other aspects of the life in the neighbourhood. In a few occasions the 
issue of security was dropped and no unnecessary details were asked when the stories 
told by residents were of particularly sensitive nature. It is possible that the residents 
may have withheld experiences and perceptions related to these issues, but for their 
security and that of the research group, these issues were never pushed. 
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3.6 The process of collecting data 
 
 
 
The interviewees in each neighbourhood were selected in highly differing manners. 
Since it was noted early on that residents would be reluctant to participate unless there 
was a person they trusted working as a mediator when establishing the contacts, the 
municipal delegates were used as preliminary contacts. A significant contribution was 
made by the Mexican Ph.D. student who assisted during the fieldwork providing further 
contacts in the areas, enhancing trust and understanding between the research group and 
the local residents, as well as clarifying issues and concepts when these were not 
properly grasped by the interviewers or the interviewees. Snowball technique was used 
to some extent to find new interviewees through persons who had already been 
interviewed. 
 
The questions were usually posed to one member of the family, in a typical case the 
mother of the household. However, there were occasionally several family members or 
even neighbours present during the interview, and they were also allowed to comment 
on the issues. Couples often responded together, sometimes taking turns. It was marked 
in the interview notes who made each comment, but sometimes several persons spoke 
almost simultaneously, making it difficult to separate their answers in the notes.  
 
The number of the members of the research group also varied during the course of the 
fieldwork. In all interviews, at least three members of the group were present. In 
addition to the author of this thesis, these consisted of the Finnish senior researcher who 
conducted interviews related to environmental risks and vulnerabilities before or after 
the interview related to urban services, and the Mexican doctoral student who assisted 
during the fieldwork. In a couple of interviews, a local contact person who knew the 
interviewees personally accompanied us during the interviews. Although the interview 
sessions took time considering that two interviews were conducted successively, the 
interviewees were willing to take time to answer all the questions. The highly personal 
experiences that the interviewees shared during the discussions of environmental risks 
sometimes notably affected the atmosphere of the interview related to services, making 
it more personal. The duration of the interviews varied from less than 30 minutes to 
several hours when all topics could be addressed profoundly. The additional informal 
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conversations with residents or owners of businesses in the areas lasted from around 10 
to 30 minutes7, concentrating on a few specific topics. 
 
All interviews were recorded only in written form. This decision was taken in order to 
give the interviewees a stronger sense of security and of taking part in a conversation 
rather than a formal interview. This, of course, complicated the interview process in 
many ways. Since the researcher was inexperienced in conducting interviews and taking 
notes simultaneously, one of these tasks sometimes happened at the cost of the other: 
not every sentence could be noted in the exact form, and sometimes writing interrupted 
the interview itself, perhaps also interrupting the thoughts of the interviewee. These 
were unfortunate hindrances that could not be done away with completely, but they 
were taken into account as meticulously as possible, always noting if something had 
been missed between sentences, and marking the exact quotes and expressions that the 
interviewees had used between quotation marks so as to separate them from the 
sometimes slightly resumed notes around them.   
 
 
 
3.7 The interviewees 
 
 
 
The ages and the number of male and female respondents varied between 
neighbourhoods. Since the ages of the interviewees were never asked directly, most of 
the figures in the following subchapter have been estimated by the interviewer. The 
number of the interviews does not match the number of the interviewees, since in some 
households several family members participated in the conversation. 
 
In Galaxia, the local municipal subdelegate selected all of the 9 households where 
interviews were conducted, and was present in most of the interviews. This was to some 
extent inevitable, since residents in this area were unlikely to participate in a study if 
they were not approached by a legitimate, locally known person. Since municipal 
delegates are elected by voting and can be expected to hold some political power, this 
                                                 
7 These informal conversations were mostly spontaneous talks with local residents, business owners, or 
other residents in the city and were not meant to be as broad as the interviews. They were, however, 
recorded in the notebook along with the interviews. 
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aroused some questions about biases in the selection process. However, it was noted 
during the interviews that the subdelegate had taken considerable care to select 
interviewees from different age groups, different income levels and from several 
political stances such as the opposition party. The neutrality of the study and of the 
topics were emphasised with particular care in this neighbourhood. Some questions 
concerning the action of local authorities were also asked in a more indirect away to 
avoid the connection to the local delegates or subdelegates. Overall, only in one 
interview the respondent expressed suspicions of the political neutrality of the study. In 
this case, great care was taken to assure that the study was not affiliated in any way with 
any political institution or actor. In Galaxia, four of the interviewed residents were male, 
three were women, and in two cases couples responded together. The majority of the 
respondents were middle-aged, and three were slightly elderly. The participation of both 
a father and a son in one of the interviews meant that valuable insights of a young 
person could for once be included, and they were found to differ from those of elderly 
residents in a fruitful way. Sadly, this was the only occasion when a young person could 
be interviewed. Most of the male residents interviewed in this neighbourhood worked in 
middle or high level positions in different private enterprises, and most of the female 
respondents were housewives. 
 
In Guayabal, interviews were conducted in 10 households. Eight of the thirteen 
interviewees were middle-aged, and around five were elderly. There were no young 
interviewees. This derived from the age structure of the neighbourhood, which mostly 
consisted of middle-aged or elderly couples whose children had already left home to 
form their own families. In Guayabal, four couples were interviewed together. The rest 
of the interviewees were women. No male interviewee participated in the study in this 
area without being accompanied by a female interviewee. This may have affected the 
range of issues brought out in the interviews. The reason for the gender imbalance may 
have been linked to the fact that the local delegate who helped us establish some 
contacts was female, and contacted her female acquaintances. Some of the interviews 
were conducted in homes found through some other contact, mostly through someone 
from the local university, Universidad Juárez Autónoma de Tabasco. Some took place 
in households that happened to open their doors out of trust, or on the street, when the 
interviewee did not feel comfortable letting us in. In these cases, housewives and 
pensioners were somewhat likelier to be at home during the day. Most of the 
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interviewees represented middle-class households. Typical professional groups were 
middle-range PEMEX employees, teachers and housewives. Guayabal was the only 
neighbourhood where many potential interviewees refused to participate in the study 
before we approached the area through local contact persons. Due to this experience, 
local contact persons were used in other areas from the beginning. 
 
In Gaviotas Sur, interviews were conducted in 10 households. Most of the interviewees 
were roughly middle-aged, while two or three were elderly. Only one interviewee was 
younger. Again, this was due to the ages of the household heads, and probably implies 
that the data gathered is applicable to their concerns rather than for example those of 
their children. This was not found to be a major problem, however, since most of the 
questions were related to services used in the household and would have been very 
difficult to answer by persons who did not personally engage with these services daily. 
Of course, some valuable insights related to children’s and young people’s experiences 
of their sites of living were lost.  
 
In Gaviotas Sur, one contact was established through a local university employee, and 
this interviewee in turn helped us establish further contacts. One interviewee was simply 
found on the street. Four of the interviewees were found through the local delegation, 
and were middle-aged or elderly women who assisted the local delegate in 
neighbourhood related tasks. Again, this was likely to be reflected in their views on the 
neighbourhood, and was carefully recorded in the interview notes. Only one interview 
was conducted with a male interviewee, and one was conducted with a couple, although 
the female interviewee mainly answered the questions. One was conducted with several 
female respondents present. In addition, seven interviews were conducted with female 
interviewees only. In Gaviotas Sur, the local delegate was female, and mostly worked 
with other females, hence the gendered division of the interviewees found through the 
delegate. Female interviewees were also likelier to be at home during the day when the 
interviews were done. Most of the interviewees in Gaviotas Sur had their own micro 
enterprises, or worked from their houses selling diverse things.  
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3.8 The analysis techniques 
 
 
 
All of the interview and fieldwork diary material was first written by hand in a 
notebook, and later on converted to electronic form in order to make it more readable. 
This was done by rewriting the material on a word processing programme, correcting 
incomplete sentences while the memory was still fresh. Once on a computer, the 
responses were classified by neighbourhood, by topic, and by respondent into separate 
columns to facilitate the analysis. The topics were derived from the list of interview 
questions and included themes such as “security”, “social organisation”, or “contact 
with the local authorities”. Finally, all the interview material, both in the format 
classified by topic and classified by area, was printed out together with the theory 
sections and these were physically connected, separated, or re-connected to each other 
where they were found to converge. The resulting material was organised into two 
sections, which were to form the structure of the analysis chapters of this thesis.  
 
In general, the analysis followed the observation by Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias 
(1992: 284), who instruct researchers to “look for certain regularities or patterns that 
emerge from the numerous observations made during the fieldwork stage”. The analysis 
focused on what had been said about the different topics, and whether there were any 
patterns to be found in the responses and explanations given by the residents. Patterns of 
differing positions and perceptions in terms of access or quality of services were looked 
for, and these were approached from viewpoints such as political power, social 
organisation, social relations and differing resources possessed by a resident, a 
household or a group. 
 
 
 
3.9 Strengths and weaknesses 
 
 
 
One methodological limitation in this study was the problem of scale. According to 
Paulson et al. (2003: 206) the strength of political ecology lies in its ability to connect 
social and physical phenomena across scales from local problems to processes and 
principles taking place on the global level. One suggested way of catching a glimpse of 
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different scales would be to study up from the neighbourhood level to local authorities 
and wider legislative, economic, and political data. Paulson et al (2003: 212) state that 
“political ecologists have insisted… that practical engagement with different 
stakeholders be part of a methodological commitment to understand how environmental 
uses and conditions are affected by economic and political systems…” The limited 
scope of this study means that the main focus is on the local level, not allowing for a 
multiple scale analysis. However, the importance of connecting the local level to 
broader issues at other scales is acknowledged, and the interview issues obviously 
touched upon multiple levels of analysis. Other studies in the same research project 
address different stakeholders and questions of political and discursive power in 
environmental governance in Villahermosa. 
 
Meier et al (1991: 169) note that in order to understand mechanisms such as political 
decision making on urban services and population groups, a study should cover multiple 
cities or a single city over considerable lengths of time. Again, it is important to note 
that the limited sites of study that were selected are not meant to be representative of 
urban Mexico, but to indicate issues and problems related to service provision, and 
hindering or facilitating access to resources for some groups or areas.  
 
Fontana & Frey (2003: 62) emphasise that interviews are influenced by ”the personal 
characteristics of the interviewer, including race, class, ethnicity, and gender”. They 
also claim that when students act as interviewers, their position has an effect on the 
responses (Fontana & Frey: 70). It is obvious that the young age of the interviewer 
together with the student status may have affected the image that was formed of the 
interviewer. Especially, being European and female asking questions about the everyday 
life in Mexico must have aroused different reactions than if a local researcher had 
presented the questions, since the mere sight or presence of a young European 
researcher was rather unusual inside the residential areas. According to the local Ph.D. 
student the sight of white foreigners inside these neighbourhoods could have been 
associated with drug-related groups or members of a North-American church such as 
the Mormons, which would in part explain the initial suspicion of the residents. The 
locals may also have wondered about the interviewer’s motives to study their everyday 
lives and the decision to choose this particular setting for the fieldwork, since travelling 
from Europe to Mexico requires considerable economic resources.  
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Duffy (2000) believes that qualitative methods may arouse slightly exaggerated 
accounts of problems. When formulating the interview questions, it was taken care that 
they would aim at collecting both direct and indirect descriptions of the quality of 
services. In spite of these precautions, some of the questions addressed the quality of 
specific services rather directly, and may thus have aroused somewhat exaggerated 
positive or negative accounts. Due to the nature of the interview questions and the fact 
that they were asked in areas which had suffered from grave flooding as recently as in 
2007, some interviewees seemed to expect that the interviews would lead to material 
benefits in their household or neighbourhood. The objectives of this study were clarified 
to be strictly academic although at best leading to policy-oriented recommendations. 
However, it is possible that not all the interviewees who expected to gain materially 
from the study fully acknowledged the scientific nature of this research and there is a 
possibility that some problems may have been presented as particularly acute due to 
these hopes. This was kept in mind when the responses were analysed. 
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4. Accessing the city through basic services, housing and infrastructure 
 
 
 
During this study, the residents’ positioning in terms of various services and their 
possibilities to access amenities in different parts of the city of Villahermosa were 
analysed. In the following chapters, these insights will be presented from two 
viewpoints: the realities of basic services and infrastructure in the different areas, and 
how the residents are positioned in terms of power, social organisation, and influence in 
their city. 
 
This chapter will analyse the positioning of the residents in terms of basic services and 
infrastructure. It will start by setting the context in which the residents live. This means 
capturing how they had chosen their site of living and how they felt the areas in which 
they lived had developed. After this, the positioning of the residents in terms of basic 
infrastructure in the city will be analysed by studying the provisioning of electricity, 
running water, waste management, drainage, and sewerage systems, as well as drinking 
water, and gas consumption in the three areas. The chapter closes with an analysis of the 
residents’ access to health care and education. 
 
The residents of Villahermosa are positioned in the midst of a complex network of 
actors and institutions that together shape their power to act and influence their 
environment. The services in the city can roughly be divided into a public and a private 
sphere, which are very much overlapping, and used in varying degrees by different 
residents. Many of the services that residents rely on are private, such as in the case of 
drinking water, most health services, and several means of transportation. These are 
formal or informal, small or large scale commercial services that fill the gaps or 
inadequacies detected in the public service provisioning. The possibilities to turn to 
these services depend on the resources at households’ disposal as well as their location 
and price. Some major companies offering infrastructure services in Mexico such as the 
federal level electricity and telephone companies are practically monopolies, and this 
affects residents’ power to show voice when they are unsatisfied with the service. 
Another defining characteristic of the multitude of actors in Mexico is the variety of 
administrative levels including the federal level, the state level and the local level, 
which may at times reduce the residents’ and local actors’ chances to influence urban 
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planning or management. The gaps between the administrative levels are likely to work 
as bureaucratic obstacles but also to alienate the local residents from the decision 
making and the planning processes. There also seemed to be few community-level or 
civil society groups and actors in Villahermosa which could offer residents a chance to 
express their views and take action. In terms of shaping the residents’ images of the city 
they lived in, the media has a powerful role in presenting the urban decision making 
processes and different areas to the residents. As will be seen below, this complicated 
network of actors is key to understanding where the residents stand in terms of urban 
planning and every day services, and how they see their own position and their power to 
act inside the city.  
 
 
 
4.1 Choosing a site of living in Villahermosa 
 
 
 
In order to understand the service provision in Villahermosa, it is important to 
acknowledge some key differences between the ways in which the residential areas that 
were studied have formed. Gaviotas Sur, Galaxia and Guayabal have developed from 
very different starting points which have influenced their further development as well as 
the residents’ expectations. While the large-scale construction in both Guayabal and 
Galaxia was planned and the residents who settled in these areas typically had a loan 
from a bank to have a construction company build their house, Gaviotas Sur was 
colonised by people who needed to find land to construct their own home and faced 
limited options when choosing their site of living. Decisions over housing location are 
based on accessibility, security, and cost (Hardoy & Pandiella 2009: 204-209). Facing 
limited options at the interface of few economic resources and few housing options in a 
city that was growing at a fast pace, residents in Gaviotas Sur had made the decision to 
settle in an area prone to risk which did not offer much in terms of infrastructure or 
services. The stories they told of how they had first arrived in the area and managed to 
find housing were relatively similar. The majority had arrived in the area during the 
1980s when there had, according to them, been little construction. Raquel lived in a 
house made of lamina with her husband and their four children. Her husband had a 
small business selling pastries on his tricycle. Raquel described Gaviotas Sur in its early 
days the way she remembered it: 
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I came to Gaviotas in 1988. I was 13 years old. We came and this… it was pastures 
where they kept animals. My mother bought (the land) here. There was nothing but a 
little path. To come in here, you had to cross (the river) with the ferry and then walk, 
there was just one little path. There were no buses… there were buses like Transbus but 
old and with no air conditioning. They left us by the tanks and we walked all the way 
here. The governors started to bring water with siphons. There was water five blocks 
from here. We didn’t have electricity. There was nothing! (GS 5) 
 
The houses had in most cases been constructed by the residents and, as many 
emphasised, “little by little”. There was often pride in the stories told by interviewees, 
when they described how hard they had worked to accomplish what they now had, and 
how much their neighbourhood had developed. This pride may have coloured their 
accounts of the development of the area to some extent, since it is likely that there was 
already some construction on the borders of the river in the 1980s. The materials that 
the residents had used for the construction of the first houses were lamina, pieces of 
wood or cardboard, and cane. Especially houses made of lamina, still very common in 
the area, absorb considerable amounts of heat, raising the temperature inside in a hot 
tropical climate such as that of Tabasco. While many interviewees said that they had 
built their own houses, some had inherited dwellings constructed by their parents and 
had slowly turned them into concrete buildings.  
 
Galaxia and Guayabal had followed different patterns of colonisation. The families who 
had arrived in Galaxia in the 1980s told that the area had formed as a middle class 
neighbourhood. In a typical case, the family had hired a company to build their house, 
which had to follow the example of three different model houses that had been built in 
the neighbourhood. By the time the residents moved in, the neighbourhood had been 
fully equipped with infrastructure such as water and electricity networks. Alba, a 77-
year old female resident, described how the neighbourhood had formed:  
 
We’ve had the house since the neighbourhood was founded (in 1982), in those times 
there were not so many people. (…) (Governor) Rovirosa made this neighbourhood 
(fraccionamiento) and sold us the land. They put up three model (houses), you had to 
respect those. The houses have been completely renovated afterwards. Before it wasn’t 
permitted to put bars and protection, now it is. (…) The government sold the lands. They 
let you do the construction through a bank if you wanted to, I don’t know how it was if 
you did it with the bank, but the government gave you the land. We contacted a company. 
It built other houses too. At first the houses were all alike, afterwards they (the residents) 
have been remodelling… At first they were simpler, totally. (GA 4) 
Many interviewees said that when Galaxia had been founded, Villahermosa had still 
been growing at a very fast pace due to the petroleum boom. For this reason, housing 
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options had been limited. Although most of the interviewees had been living in the area 
since the early 1980s, some residents had arrived in the area later on when Galaxia had 
already raised its status, and bought their houses ready-made. They had mostly been 
attracted by the good reputation of the area as a safe and quiet upper middle class 
neighbourhood. 
 
In the third neighbourhood, Guayabal, the interviewed old-time residents had arrived in 
the area with decades of difference. Many of them spoke of the official construction of 
the neighbourhood in the 1980s when the companies constructing in the area had 
showed them model houses on the basis of which their dwellings were to be built. 
Andrés, an electrician living with his wife and their two children, had bought his house 
in the area at the time of the company-led construction phase and had been living there 
for several decades: 
 
A company showed up that was constructing houses, they had maquetas8. I didn’t know 
the area of Guayabal, but the maqueta looked very nice. There was nothing, it was all 
pasture, soil (monte) with water, there was nothing. When we came here to see, there was 
a model house in the corner, there were very few houses in the state… With the time 
we’ve been amplifying and remodelling, most people remodelled their houses. The 
houses were very small. (…) The companies build the fraccionamientos, you buy the 
land and the company starts to construct, they put everything for it to be municipalised. 
In order to be approved as a colonia it has to fulfil the requirements: the housing plans, 
hydraulic and electric foundations, all that the company has to deliver to the municipality. 
And when the company delivers all that, the municipality sends the services, there’s a 
meeting where it’s said that the municipality is in charge of the neighbourhood. (GB 2) 
 
There were, however, residents who had lived in the area of Guayabal long before this 
construction phase. These residents told stories of how the area had been inhabited by 
poor workers whose houses had been constructed of wood and cane, and how there had 
been no services such as water or electricity, and the public transportation did not reach 
them. All this had started to change during the large-scale, company-led construction 
phase, which had covered the area with infrastructure. 
 
On the grounds of the interviews, it can be seen that the starting levels for the service 
provision differed drastically between the neighbourhoods, following distinct patterns 
of construction. Before the formal recognition or “municipalisation” of Gaviotas Sur, 
which according to the residents had happened in 1998, the residents had mostly 
depended on informal ad-hoc arrangements for service provisioning. In the area of 
                                                 
8 Miniature models of the houses to be constructed. 
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Guayabal, the technical infrastructure had been improvised until the formal construction 
phase in the 1980s, when most basic infrastructure was brought in at once. The area of 
Galaxia had been part of a local airport until the 1980s, and the services had also been 
provided systematically at the time of the construction of the neighbourhood, meaning 
that when the houses were constructed, the necessary infrastructure was installed 
simultaneously.  
 
In addition to the stories of how they had arrived in the area, residents were asked about 
the future of their neighbourhoods, and whether they were planning to stay in the area. 
The residents’ expectations for the future were found to offer insightful accounts of how 
they were positioned inside the city in terms of authorities and services, and how they 
felt about the accessibility of different parts of the city. Atkinson & Kintrea (2001: 
2287) have studied deprived neighbourhoods and detected that most residents who had 
moved in them had not had other choice in terms of accommodation. They also found 
out, however, that in deprived areas the attachment to the local level was particularly 
high. Kleinhans et al. (2010: 384-385) have elaborated on the attachment of residents to 
deprived neighbourhoods, stating that the residents’ sense of attachment in these areas is 
partly a sign of adjustment to what is inevitable, because they do not have the option of 
moving elsewhere.  
 
The adjustment to the local conditions of life was evident in the responses of residents 
in Gaviotas Sur, who often expressed their intention to stay in the area. Responses 
included explanations stating that Gaviotas was where their roots were, that they always 
came back to the area since there was no other place to go, and that they were adapted 
to the neighbourhood. Residents explained that it had taken a long time and a lot of 
work to accomplish what they had. These answers express to some extent the ideas 
presented by Kleinhans et al. of residents controlling their expectations according to the 
options available for them. Especially since the floods experienced in the area, there had 
been a drop in the value of the properties in Gaviotas Sur, which was likely to affect the 
residents’ possibilities to sell their houses for a price that would allow them to start a 
new life elsewhere. Many residents explained that it was their intention to stay in the 
area, without referring to the fact that Gaviotas Sur is not suitable for long-term settling. 
Residents took pride in their efforts to arrange their housing and this may have 
constrained their inclination to present their dwellings or the neighbourhood in a 
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negative light in the interviews. If a relocation was to take place through the municipal 
authorities to protect the residents of Gaviotas Sur from floods, there may also be a fear 
that the offered housing would not correspond to the standards that residents are used to, 
and could jeopardise their income opportunities, or move them to a marginal area in the 
city. As will be seen in the following chapters, residents in general did not feel 
confident about their position in relation to the local authorities, and may find it as 
difficult to imagine leaving the area through their own efforts as through a relocation 
plan. Also social networks have a strong impact on how residents feel about their area 
of residence. According to Kleinhans et al. (2010: 285), residents who live in highly 
disrupted areas may feel strong attachment to their neighbourhoods, and these 
emotional ties may be a mixture of attachment to past landscapes, friends or family, or 
hopes for a better future. Atkinson & Kintrea (2004: 437) have found residents’ 
attachment to a certain area to vary widely according to their social position. While 
some residents considered their neighbourhood to be an unsatisfying environment, 
others found satisfaction in supportive relations and networks. Many also considered the 
problems in their area to be similar to those in any other neighbourhood. (Atkinson & 
Kintrea 2004: 450-452) Residents in Gaviotas Sur may find it hard to imagine finding a 
place to live in a neighbourhood which would be of a better socio-economic level than 
Gaviotas Sur, and did not express any wish to do so in the interviews.  
 
In Guayabal, when asked about the future of the neighbourhood, residents usually 
talked about growth and all the facilities that had come to the area during the past 
decades. They also expressed a willingness to stay in the area, and based this decision 
mostly on the amenities, and their personal links to the area. Residents rarely referred to 
any negative future developments, such as environmental risks or degradation of the 
area, and most of them had no plans to leave the neighbourhood. Anita, the resident 
who had lived in the area the longest, explained: 
 
When the colonia started there were two houses, this all was just bushes. And now 
there’s Soriana (a local supermarket), a bank, shopping centres… When I was a girl, the 
Esperanza Iris Avenue was just a little path. Imagine how much it’s grown! I think it will 
keep growing much more, because they are building shopping centres. I want to stay. It’s 
that I’ve lived here all my life. (GB 5) 
 
In Galaxia, the residents painted a slightly different picture of their attachment to the 
neighbourhood. When asked about the future of the area, residents usually presented 
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positive images related to growth and development, saying that it was going to be more 
modern, more expensive, or more beautiful, and that the neighbourhood was well 
situated, and it was doing better every day. The references to the good location of the 
neighbourhood were specified by explaining that the government presence was strong –
due to the proximity of both the municipal palace and the government officials who 
lived in the area– and it was an important zone for commercial interests, including 
hotels and the local PEMEX headquarters. In spite of the mostly positive expectations 
for the future, about a half of the residents stated that they had plans of leaving Galaxia 
to live somewhere else. These residents were often from outside Villahermosa or 
Tabasco. The rest of the residents stated that they would like to stay, sometimes 
referring to how they had adapted to the area, which made it difficult to leave.  
 
The reasons for the stronger willingness to leave the residential area or maybe 
Villahermosa altogether could be connected to the fact that many residents in Galaxia 
worked for PEMEX and had been recruited from all over the country during the 
petroleum boom. Retiring from work offered them an opportunity to return to their 
hometowns or states. It must also be acknowledged that many residents in Galaxia 
actually have a choice in terms of their site of living: they could afford to leave and sell 
their properties for a fair price, while in Gaviotas Sur residents had constructed their 
own houses with a considerable effort, and often had no economic means of finding 
another site of living. Acknowledging that they did not have many feasible options in 
terms of a site of living is likely to affect the expectations of residents in Gaviotas Sur in 
many ways. These expectations are inherently entwined with their everyday lives and 
preparedness to demand services, to which this thesis will return later. For now, it 
suffices to point out that the development of the three studied areas has been drastically 
different: while two of them have gone through organised and commercial states of 
colonisation through housing and municipalisation schemes in the 1980s, in Gaviotas 
Sur the provision of basic infrastructure has been a long struggle by the residents, 
making them dependent on local informal service providers or ad-hoc arrangements. 
Due to these differences in past development and their own socio-economic situation, 
the residents are very differently positioned in terms of future accommodation options. 
The status of Gaviotas Sur as a neighbourhood has also been threatened by the floods, 
which may lead into fears of relocation. This positioning is reflected on the residents’ 
images of themselves in the city and their power to make decisions on housing location.  
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Although interviewees in the three areas were rarely asked about the other 
neighbourhoods included in the study, they were told in the beginning of the interview 
in which areas the interviews were to be held. Maybe due to this information, residents 
often started making comparisons between the mentioned areas. Interviewees from 
Guayabal and Galaxia presented a very notorious image of Gaviotas Sur, stating that the 
inhabitants had settled in these areas without an official permission, and were thus not 
entitled to any kind of government protection. The problems that were believed to affect 
Gaviotas Sur were usually blamed on the population, who were said to litter the streets 
blocking the drainage and causing flooding, but also to be involved with drugs and 
delinquency. Mariana and Enrique, an elderly couple living in Guayabal, expressed their 
thoughts on the differences between neighbourhoods: 
 
As a housewife I can say that we have very good services, we’re very very well… (wife, 
GB 10) …A lot better than in Gaviotas! Obviously not as well as in Tabasco 2000. What 
level are you? And that’s how you can know the services. For example in Galaxia they 
have the rich rats (las ratas ricardas)! Gaviotas Sur, on the other hand, God help me! 
(Dios me libre). It all depends on the socioeconomic level. It’s because of the people 
themselves. In Gaviotas Sur they don’t have so many pretty houses, it’s because of the 
people themselves, it’s not because of the services of the municipality. (husband, GB 10) 
 
Gaviotas Sur seemed rather stigmatised in the comments of the residents in the other 
areas. Hastings & Dean (2003) have noted that stigmatisation can have far-reaching 
consequences for the neighbourhood in question, because it influences the confidence of 
the residents and private sector entrepreneurs. At the same time, service providers are 
likely to be reluctant to locate into these neighbourhoods. As Hastings (2009b) has 
concluded in her own study, the reputation of the neighbourhood influences the local 
service provisioning through attitudes both on the resource allocation and local service 
provisioning level. If there is a prevalent image of residents being responsible for the 
problems in an area because of their behaviour, the actors making decisions on resource 
allocation are likely to be rather reluctant to invest in their neighbourhood. The same 
imagery affects the staff working in these areas who are less likely to “go the extra 
mile” to keep the area clean if residents are believed to make these efforts redundant. 
Stigmatisation is recognised by Atkinson & Kintrea (2001: 2277-2278) as a negative 
influence which together with other challenges in deprived neighbourhoods leads into a 
vicious circle of decreased opportunities and lowering expectations, affecting the 
choices of local residents.  
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The state of decay in which some residents in Galaxia and Guayabal believed Gaviotas 
Sur to be in, may have influenced the image they presented of their own neighbourhood. 
Residents in Galaxia commented that they lived in a privileged area where the people 
were hard working and had professions, contrasting their own neighbourhood with low-
income areas. Also in Guayabal residents liked to present themselves as hard-working 
citizens who had jobs and took care of their environment. Their images of themselves 
and their neighbourhoods, as well as those presented by the media, can be powerful in 
naturalising the conditions of life in different parts of the city.  
 
Toward the end of some interviews, the question was posed how the residents saw the 
differences in services between different parts of Villahermosa. The biggest difference 
mentioned by the residents was the pricing of the services, which was generally 
considered to be lower in Gaviotas Sur and higher in the other areas, raising the value of 
the contribution made by the middle and high income areas for the municipality. In the 
residents’ views, this seemed to naturalise their privileged position over some services. 
Andrés, the electrician living in Guayabal, explained: 
 
From the river to up here the centre zone is the one that generates resources for the 
municipality, we pay more (for) water and the electricity and taxes than they do, that’s 
why we have better services. They try to improve the services because we pay more. 
Sometimes in Gaviotas Sur they don’t even pay for the electricity, here the federal 
commission puts medidores, they don’t even have medidor! (GB 2) 
 
In general, residents in Guayabal and Galaxia presented their own neighbourhoods in a 
very positive way, especially when comparing them to areas like Gaviotas Sur. They 
described the convenient location of their neighbourhoods, the uninterrupted provision 
of services, and the privileged attention that they received from some of the local 
authorities. These descriptions set the context of the interviews. It is from these 
viewpoints that the residents shaped their sphere of life within the city, and this marked 
the other service related stories that were told during the interviews. 
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4.2 Discussing infrastructure and interruptions 
 
 
 
As McFarlane (2010) has showed in his studies on India, the technical everyday 
landscapes of infrastructure have a deep impact on residents’ lives. While major 
interruptions such as natural disasters are easy to detect, the small interruptions in 
infrastructure are often unnoticeable, although they are the ones that are felt by residents 
on a daily basis, and can have considerable cumulating effects on their lives. In order to 
shape the way in which basic infrastructure flows through the areas, as well as the 
possible breaks in this flow, the provision of electricity, running water, waste 
management, drainage systems, drinking water, and gas provision were addressed 
during the interviews. 
 
Although the three studied areas are located close to each other in the inner city areas of 
Villahermosa, there were notable differences in the provisioning of basic infrastructure 
inside them. These differences were usually marked between the different areas, but in 
the case of piped water, also between households. As will be seen in the text below, 
these differences did not necessarily mean that resource allocation was done unequally 
between the areas, although it may have led to unequal results. In some cases, the local 
conditions were found to pose particular challenges for the delivery of some services or 
the high demand put pressure on the existing systems. The resources that residents have 
at their disposal to prepare themselves for possible infrastructure interruptions must be 
taken into account when analysing the effect that the services have on their lives. The 
everyday services are not provided by a single actor, but are formed through networks 
of state level, local, or federal service providers. This means that urban planning and 
management in Villahermosa are not just questions of municipal services, but have to 
be understood in a more holistic way, mapping out the variety of actors involved. 
 
One of the services that showed signs of inconsistent quality in the city was the 
provisioning of electricity, which came out as a particularly problematic issue in 
Gaviotas Sur. Electricity is provided by the quasi-public (paraestatal) Federal 
Comission of Electricity, referred to by the citizens simply as la comisión. In most 
interviews in Gaviotas Sur there were complaints, and residents claimed that there were 
power cuts when it rained, when there was lightning, or that there had been several in 
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the days prior to the interview. The problems were also not fixed as quickly as the 
residents would have hoped, which was evident when they commented that sometimes 
they had to bear all day without electricity and that it took a long time for anyone to fix 
the problem. It was claimed that maintenance was inadequate, and that the transformers 
did not have sufficient capacity considering the needs of the area. Residents were 
affected by the power cuts, telling about how the food in the fridge or the freezer had to 
be thrown away because it got bad, children cried because of the heat, there were many 
mosquitoes, or they had to buy candles to illuminate their houses. For the residents who 
ran their own businesses in the neighbourhood, the electricity cuts could cause their 
commercial activities to stop for several hours, as the refrigerators, sewing machines, 
and all the machinery used by the smiths stopped working. The residents explained that 
the cuts followed seasonal and daily patterns, being more frequent in the late afternoon 
or the evenings. These negative effects of the power cuts affected residents relatively 
equally throughout Gaviotas Sur. Although they may have had a minor effect on 
individual families, their frequency affected the economic opportunities in the area. The 
variations in voltage also threatened the electronic devices in the households, causing 
them to break very easily. 
 
 
Image 4. “Diablitos”, illegal power connections, are a common sight in Gaviotas Sur 
 
 
A specific concern that was raised by most residents in Gaviotas Sur, but also in the 
other neighbourhoods, was the high cost of electricity. The pricing was considered 
excessive and this sense of injustice was intensified by the fact that residents considered 
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the state of Tabasco to be a major producer or electricity on a national level. Many 
residents also resented the fact that during the floods in 2007 they had been out of their 
houses for several weeks and had not consumed any electricity, but had received very 
expensive bills from the company. Although residents had complained when the pricing 
seemed unreasonable, they felt like nothing could be done, since the company would 
simply respond that they were being charged according to their consumption. The 
powerful position and the size of the company put individual clients in a difficult 
position in terms of making complaints or finding alternative sources of energy, leaving 
the option of paying what was charged, or using the electricity through illegal 
connections. Fabricio and Belén lived a little further towards the countryside, where he 
had his own mechanic workshop. They had eventually opted for their own private 
transformer because of the unreliable energy supply, but were struggling with the 
pricing of electricity: 
 
Supposedly you go to the company (to complain when they are overcharging you), but 
it’s a lie! What can you do? It’s so expensive! (GS 10).  
 
Residents in Gaviotas Sur were keenly aware of the cost of energy. The high cost 
reflected directly on their energy consumption: while most households in Guayabal and 
Galaxia were equipped with air conditioning systems, in Gaviotas Sur residents relied 
on small ventilators to bear the heat in their houses. Naturally, due to the structure of 
these houses and their poor isolation, installing air conditioning would imply very poor 
energy efficiency and costs beyond the means of the residents. Those who lived in 
houses made of lamina suffered the most from the effects of heat, while concrete 
buildings stayed a little cooler. The heat increased the burden on health and on everyday 
activities as well as residents’ comfort. 
 
Many residents in Gaviotas Sur protected themselves from the high pricing of electricity 
by using illegal power connections, colloquially known as diablitos (little devils). This 
prevalent habit affected the whole network, since illegal users strained the limited 
capacity of the system. While Guayabal and Galaxia are both small areas where the 
number of houses is clearly known and residents have their electricity meters outside 
their houses, Gaviotas Sur is a very densely populated area where several households do 
not pay for their energy. The number of consumers does not necessarily match the 
number of households the energy provision has been calculated to serve, which leads to 
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a higher frequency of cuts in the system. Those who pay for the electricity suffer the 
cuts caused by the strained capacity, while the residents who do not pay for the service 
are not in a position to make demands in terms of quality or consistency of the service, 
and simply adapt to what is available.  
 
As can be expected, this issue was much less problematic in Galaxia where residents are 
in a better position to pay for the service, and the number of households served by the 
transformers is limited. In Galaxia the interviewees often emphasised the excellent 
infrastructure to guarantee the provision of electricity. The transformers installed by the 
federal commission were mentioned by several residents, and their capacity was 
considered to be adequate. The local subdelegate also explained proudly that there were 
no variations in the voltage. Walking around the neighbourhood, the presence of 
transformers was visually confirmed by the author: there were plenty of them spread 
around the small neighbourhood. Residents claimed that the provision of electricity was 
very reliable and when cuts were mentioned, they were said to last very little time and 
were informed about. Residents believed that since they paid more for the service, and 
had better links to the authorities than other areas, they received better service from the 
federal commission. As it was mentioned in the interviews, residents in Galaxia had 
better contacts among the local authorities, and the high-level officials living in Galaxia 
may have been more inclined to make complaints. However, even with a state of the art 
provision of electricity, residents were not satisfied with the price-quality ratio. As in 
the other neighbourhoods, many felt like the service was overpriced, and the bills were 
not formed on the basis of their consumption. The demand for electricity was 
considerable, since most households had air conditioning in all of the bedrooms, and in 
a few houses even in living rooms or laundry rooms. Residents expressed their 
frustration with the prices, and claimed that they paid the double compared to families 
living in Gaviotas Sur. 
 
Residents in Guayabal generally felt that the provision of electricity was reliable, 
although there were occasionally interruptions in the service in times of heat, heavy 
rain, or storms. They claimed that these problems were fixed within minutes or hours, 
and no one complained about having to endure long times without electricity. Some 
residents noted that the short physical distance to service providers was probably 
favourable to them. Also in Guayabal, the price that residents paid for the service 
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caused very much discontent. As in the other areas, they felt powerless to complain 
about pricing. Mariana explained that she was very attentive in terms of energy 
consumption, and had detected mispricing: 
 
The thing is, it’s expensive. Suddenly you have a month that you got more subsidy, it’s 
the same all year round and then the electricity rises! They don’t charge according to the 
consumption. They say they check the meter! The price rises, for me as a housewife it 
rises. You pay 1900 one month, suddenly it’s 3000 with the same consumption! We have 
no possibility of complaining, it’s a monopoly. You dance to the tune they play for you 
(bailas al son que te toquen). They’ve got a number, you call and a computer answers. If 
you go (there), you waste your time. The machine tells you, “press 1, press 2…” (GB 10) 
 
 
Image 5. Electricity meters in Guayabal 
 
 
Residents in Gaviotas Sur often referred to the past of the neighbourhood when talking 
about the present conditions or services offered in the area. While it seemed that the 
provision of electricity had improved somewhat during the last years, piped water was 
recognised by the residents as one of the services that had improved most drastically. 
The majority of residents were satisfied with the service, stating that they did not lack 
water. Belén referred to their past experiences of the unreliable service, which had been 
particularly marked on the fringes of Gaviotas Sur, saying that they had previously 
endured weeks without water. The service was still not completely reliable, however, 
since residents also said that water would come and go, and many said that it was 
muddy or yellow. However, these deficiencies in quality affected most areas in the city, 
and they were not presented as a pressing issue. In Gaviotas Sur, water provision had 
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apparently been highly unreliable in the past, and the recent improvements may have 
raised the levels of satisfaction, since residents may have had very low expectations of 
the service in the earlier years.  
 
Water was stored by residents either in tanks or in tinacos, vats on the roof, where it 
settled and the impurities sank to the bottom. Storing water in tanks protects the 
residents from water cuts, since they always have some water at their disposal in the 
tank, and from the roof it can be lead to the house with sufficient pressure. In Gaviotas 
Sur, many of the interviewed residents had some kind of water tanks. Some residents 
mentioned the elevated prices of the roof top vats which were beyond their reach in 
monetary terms. This implies that preparation for water cuts comes down to household-
level possibilities to acquire vats and storage systems. 
 
In Galaxia, the provision of running water was not burdened by interruptions, and the 
residents’ complaints were mostly related to the quality of water. While the occasional 
cuts were informed about, many residents had sophisticated systems to pump and filter 
water in case of cuts or inconsistent quality. These systems included large subterranean 
tanks from which the water was pumped to the house, flowing through a filter which 
cleaned the water. Not all households possessed the complete system, but most had a 
tank, a pump, or a filter. Some residents found filters unnecessary since the water 
usually settled by itself in the tanks. The majority of the residents in Galaxia said that 
they had never run out of water. Once again, this was associated by the residents with 
the special attention they believed they were receiving in terms of municipal services. 
 
In Guayabal the complaints were usually not related to cuts in service, but rather to 
problems with the pressure of water as well as its quality. Residents commented that the 
water resembled chocolate, and was terribly dirty. These problems were never blamed 
on any local authorities. Residents were generally well equipped against service cuts 
and had tinacos on the roof, or tanks in which the water settled. However, the level of 
technical preparedness seemed slightly lower in Guyabal than in Galaxia, since no 
underground tanks were mentioned and filters were rare, making the quality of water a 
problem for the residents, and complicating their everyday tasks such as doing laundry. 
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The landscape of water supply and sanitation in Mexico is extremely complex, and the 
responsibilities between different entities are rather unclear. In Tabasco, there is a state 
level entity called La Comisión Estatal de Agua y Saneamiento (CEAS), which is a 
decentralised public organism working under the guidelines of the federal commission, 
La Comisión Nacional del Agua. The state level entity is in charge of assessing and 
providing technical assistance to the municipal level operating organisms, which in turn 
are decentralised public entities. Water can be supplied through municipal, inter-
municipal or regional organisms, or through service providers selected by the operating 
organisms. The Law on Water Use of the State of Tabasco states that the users have the 
right to receive general information on public services “on a sufficiently detailed level” 
in order to practise their rights as users, be informed in advance about cuts and 
restrictions in water use, as well as to form organised groups of users to promote the 
development of the system, and participate through the consultative councils “in the 
planning, programming, administration, operation, supervision and vigilance of the 
service providers”. (Ley de Usos de Agua del Estado de Tabasco 2005: Títulos 1-2, 4). 
The residents seemed unaware of these rights to say the least, and most of them did not 
have a clear idea of the entity in charge of different works or water-related services, 
which drastically reduced their chances to influence them. In Villahermosa, the waste 
water is not treated, but instead discharged into the rivers flowing through the city. This 
issue was also rarely tackled by the residents in the interviews, although it is likely to 
have far-reaching consequences for the health of the local populations as well as the 
ecosystems surrounding them.  
 
The experiences from the three neighbourhoods in the city seem to indicate that the 
quality of water provision is relatively consistent inside the city, but residents are 
positioned differently in terms of technical preparedness. While many residents cannot 
afford a rooftop vat to store water, or lack filtering systems to clean it, a resident who 
has underground tanks and pumps inside the household is less likely to feel a cut in 
water provision, making the differences in water supply a question of household level 
resources. The interruptions in the provision of electricity, in turn, follow 
neighbourhood level patterns. Although these two services are provided by different 
authorities, the individual residents see both as rather inaccessible and beyond their 
sphere of influence.  
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Another public service included in the study was waste management. At a first glance, 
waste collection seemed to follow the same pattern in all parts of Villahermosa. The 
trucks collecting the garbage drove through the streets of each neighbourhood at a 
specific time of the day, which was known by all residents. The garbage bags were 
taken out to the street every day except on Sundays, right before the truck passed, and 
were picked up by the municipal workers. It was forbidden to take the garbage out 
before or after the truck had passed, and doing this may have led to a fine in some 
neighbourhoods. According to the residents in all three neighbourhoods, the trucks 
rarely failed to show up, although this could have been possible in the case of technical 
problems or a strike.  
 
Although the personnel collecting the garbage seemed to act in the same way in every 
neighbourhood, Gaviotas Sur as an area posed additional challenges to waste 
management. Gaviotas is home to many strays, and the garbage does not have to be out 
on the street for long before curious dogs are attracted by the plastic bags. Garbage 
collectors picked up properly closed plastic bags, but refused to collect bags torn by 
animals, and to pick up rubbish from the street. What was left behind was quickly 
grabbed by rainfall or the wind until it was finally seized by the drains or sewers. This, 
in turn, prevented the drainage from absorbing rainfall, which was left floating on the 
street, contributing to an additional set of problems. The waste collecting service did not 
cover every street in Gaviotas Sur, which led to some unoccupied plots of land turning 
into ad-hoc rubbish dumps. Some residents further away from the garbage trucks’ routes 
burned their garbage outside their houses. This common practice was illustrated by the 
black carbon spots left on the sides of the road.  
 
In Galaxia, there was a street sweeper who cleaned the streets and the common areas 
such as the park. According to the residents, the street sweeping service was paid for by 
the government or by the municipality, which would indicate that Galaxia benefited 
from a public service that the other areas did not have. Instead of problems with the 
collection of garbage, which was found to work impeccably, the residents’ comments 
related to waste management in both Galaxia and Guayabal were particularly house 
wives’ expressions of their environmental concerns, such as the garbage collectors’ 
habit of mixing the organic waste with the rest of the garbage, or the amount of plastic 
used by the residents. 
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The differences in garbage collection seemed to derive partly from the different 
conditions in the neighbourhoods. While there were residents in Galaxia and Guayabal 
who separated the organic waste from the rest, this habit would have been much more 
useful in areas where strays are a problem. The challenges in Gaviotas Sur may have 
also been connected to the ways in which garbage collectors worked, refusing to pick up 
bags that had been torn. As was stated in the beginning of this chapter, interviewees in 
the other areas sometimes claimed that residents in Gaviotas Sur did not take care of 
their neighbourhood, or chose to throw their garbage on the street even if the truck 
passed by their house. If the garbage collectors share these views of “undeserving 
clients”, as they did in Hasting’s (2009b) study, it may reflect on their working 
standards. It was admitted by many residents that they did tend to be somewhat careless 
with garbage, which may imply that the residents’ habits do contribute to the waste 
problem. These habits may be encouraged by the sight of garbage, signaling that their 
neighbours are not keeping the area clean, and further eroding their expectations of 
cleanliness. The street sweeping service provided in Galaxia, where the problems were 
the least acute, further accentuated the differences in the cleanliness between the 
neighbourhoods. Whether this reflected a decision made by municipal authorities to 
invest in the cleanliness of the better-off area cannot be known for sure, since the 
residents were not able to state clearly who was in charge of the sweeping service. 
However, it is clear that some kind of institutional and behavioural rationing influenced 
the waste management services in different areas. 
 
Moore (2008: 121) has noted that the management of waste lies beyond technical 
concerns and is linked to social, economic, and political spheres of life. Cleanliness is 
often seen as a sign of modernity, and is performed by the municipality according to the 
number and status of the residents and visitors in different areas. It is not just the service 
which varies from one area to the other, but importantly also the expectations of the 
residents in terms of cleanliness. (Moore 2008: 123-127). This is how residents re-enact 
the effect of poor services. The residents in Galaxia are likely to expect a certain 
standard of cleanliness, because they are used to seeing their neighbourhood in 
impeccable conditions. While in Galaxia residents expected the service to address their 
concerns for environmental awareness, in Gaviotas Sur residents did not challenge the 
garbage collectors when these left torn or open plastic bags on the streets, because they 
seemed to have conformed to the unwritten rules of waste management, and garbage 
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blocking the drainage was the normality. Since street sweeping was not provided by the 
municipality, and garbage on the street was a normal sight, residents probably felt 
powerless to influence this situation and accepted it as a normal state of affairs. The 
state of the sewerage system in Gaviotas Sur was inherently linked to waste 
management. Since garbage often escaped waste collection and ended up in the 
drainage system, rain and the rising level of water in the nearby rivers and lagoons 
together led to the appearance of water in the streets in a notoriously short time. During 
the wet season, some streets in Gaviotas Sur turned into lakes, which had to be crossed 
in canoe.  
 
Most residents in Gaviotas found the issue of drainage to be problematic. The low 
elevation of the neighbourhood and the presence of water around it have led to residents 
raising their houses higher or constructing barriers by their doors so that the water 
would not flow in. Some residents saw the problem as one of irresponsible neighbours 
unwilling to sweep the patches outside their houses, thus blocking the system. 
Coexistence with water not absorbed by the sewerage system was an omnipresent theme 
in the interviews. Marisol, a self-employed resident living in the central parts of 
Gaviotas Sur, shared her concerns: 
 
I raised the doorstep after the floods, because when it rains the water rises on the street 
and the pochis and cars push it all in. Some neighbours have done the same with their 
doorsteps. Here people have refilled their plots of land, they’ve been refilling little by 
little. The day I will have money and work I will have the floor raised 10 centimetres 
higher. Now when it rains water comes out of the wall, I want to raise the floor. Water 
comes out on the floor, only in the bathroom it doesn’t because it’s higher, the water 
doesn’t get in there. (…) Here the draining is too small, the pipes are very small (GS 9). 
 
Not all of the areas inside Gaviotas Sur are covered by a sewerage or drainage system, 
but the interviewees living further from these services did not see them as necessary. 
They had their own septic tanks for waste water and their houses were not surrounded 
by asphalt so that the soil absorbed the water more effectively than in the most densely 
populated areas.  
 
In Galaxia and Guayabal, comments on problems related to the drainage were few and 
far between. This was one of the most striking differences between the neighbourhoods, 
as the functioning of the sewerage and drainage systems had a considerable effect on the 
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residents’ lives. In the case of sewerage and sanitation systems, residents in the three 
neighbourhoods rarely identified the authorities in charge. 
 
Gaviotas Sur is positioned very differently than the others areas in terms of drainage or 
sewerage systems, since it has been colonised informally and not through official 
housing schemes and plans. The infrastructure was not installed when the residents 
moved in, but has been constructed during the recent decades. Since these systems were 
not planned before the population settled in but have been built as partial ad-hoc 
solutions in an area that was not meant to be colonised in the first place, the service can 
be expected to be more unreliable than in the other areas. However, it was evident in the 
stories told by the residents that Gaviotas Sur as a neighbourhood also posed additional 
challenges for the drainage system. The presence of water was constant because of the 
rivers and lagoons in the area and the problems identified in the waste collection. The 
habit of littering the streets and the residents’ feeling that the neighbours did not clean 
the street outside their houses was an additional obstacle. It is also true that in Galaxia 
there was a cleaning service which was not mentioned in Gaviotas Sur, and only 
reached one major street in the area of Guayabal. The cleaning service thus seems to 
cover the least problematic areas of the city, while the acute demands and needs appear 
to lie in other neighbourhoods. 
 
 
4.3 Drinking water and gas consumption 
 
 
When asked where they got their drinking water from, most residents interviewed in 
Villahermosa responded with a commercial brand, describing very aptly the landscape 
of drinking water in the city. There are trucks driving around the neighbourhoods 
bringing bottled water to the residents. Most of the residents always buy the water from 
a specific brand and truck and tell that they drink “Ciel” or “Cristal”. Ciel and La Cristal 
are both owned by the Coca Cola Company, while the third company often mentioned 
by the residents, Santorini, is owned by PepsiCo. The bottled water sold by the trucks in 
bottles of 20 litres usually costs 23 pesos. However, this customary landscape is slowly 
beginning to change as the result of small, private purificadoras being opened around 
73 
 
the city. In these establishments, elaborate small-scale cleaning systems9 are used to 
purify tap water and residents can bring their own bottles to be washed and re-filled. 
The re-filled bottles in the purificadoras cost 10 pesos, a price considerably lower than 
that of the bottles sold by the trucks.  
 
In Gaviotas Sur, the change was apparently taking place faster than in the other two 
neighbourhoods included in the study. In half of the households residents had already 
recurred to the 10 peso water. A few residents were not entirely convinced of the quality 
of the locally purified water, or believed that having the water brought home would 
raise the cost to around the same that they paid for the truck water. The service was 
quickly gaining ground, however. Belén was one of the residents whose family had 
recently started purchasing this water. She explained that at first her family had felt 
some stomach ache after drinking it, but it had probably been their own mistrust, since 
they had stopped feeling it. 
 
In Galaxia and Guayabal, every household purchased the 21-24 peso water from the 
trucks passing by their house, or from a small corner shop reselling these same bottles. 
The brands differed somewhat from those circulating in Gaviotas Sur, but residents did 
not express any specific reasons for preferring a specific brand. The families purchased 
around five to six bottles every week. The small water purification stands were not 
mentioned during any interview outside of Gaviotas Sur. When asked about them 
specifically, Esteban, a journalist living in Guyabal, thought for a little while before 
wondering: 
As they are domestic plants, I have my doubts… But they’re authorized, so you’d have to 
believe. I wonder why it’s cheaper… because they don’t have as many employees or 
vehicles? It might be good water, I haven’t consumed it. (GB 9) 
 
The option of turning to refilled bottles offers a more economical choice for the low-
income residents and may increase the pressure on prices in other companies. In spite of 
the availability of this new option, a social barrier seems to prevail between the middle 
and high income residents who still have not turned to this service, possibly due to their 
own and their neighbours’ distrust. The increasing prevalence of the purification stands 
                                                 
9 The cleaning systems in the two purificadoras that were visited during the fieldwork used a combination 
of sand, carbon and UV filters. 
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may eventually challenge the established practice of buying the bottled water from the 
biggest companies. 
 
Gas for cooking is another basic service needed and consumed by all families in 
Villahermosa. In Gaviotas Sur and Guayabal, most families buy gas cylinders from the 
trucks that drive past their house three times a day. In Galaxia households usually have 
spacious tanks called tanques estacionarios which can be refilled and have capacity for 
a three to six months’ supply. Buying gas in smaller quantities probably implies higher 
prices and naturally also some inconvenience, since the small cylinders have to be 
constantly monitored and changed. This reality is similar to that of the running as well 
as drinking water, implying that the convenience and reliability of these services in 
Villahermosa mostly depends on the material means at residents’ disposal, rather than 
their site of living, or the service providers’ standards. A household in Gaviotas Sur 
which has the material means to acquire filters, underground tanks, and vats for storing 
water, as well as spacious gas tanks for several months’ use, and purchase water directly 
from the trucks passing by their house, would theoretically enjoy the same level of 
convenience in these services as a family with similar possibilities in Guayabal or in 
Galaxia.   
 
 
4.4 Accessing health care and education 
 
 
 
Since health and education concern each household, schools and hospitals arguably 
provide the most vital social services used by families in Villahermosa. These services 
were shaped through a division between public and private service providers, and their 
use followed cultural, social and economic realities in the city. While the public sector 
offered schooling and health services to encompass the residents of all three 
neighbourhoods and all socio-economic classes, the residents recognised several 
inadequacies in these services, which is why most residents who had the possibility to 
turn to the private sector often did so. In the case of education, private services even 
seemed to be the norm in higher income areas, while in Gaviotas Sur residents mostly 
conformed to the standards expected from public schooling. Guayabal was more 
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divided on these lines. In the case of health services, residents used complex 
arrangements of public and private services depending on their economic possibilities, 
the health problem in question and whether they were covered by a private or a specific 
public insurance scheme. Gaviotas Sur as a very densely populated low-income area 
could be expected to have more pressing needs in terms of health services, considering 
the challenging housing conditions, and prevalent social and economic problems. The 
public sector, however, did not seem to have responded to these needs with sufficient 
determination. The lower income groups responded to these challenges by turning to the 
private sector, although the possibilities to do so depended on the household in question. 
 
Van Ryzin & Charbonneau (2010: 560) have discovered in their study on public service 
users in the United States that there are so called “infrequent users” who only opt for 
public services when it is more convenient for them. The researchers believe that this 
stems from the socioeconomic standing of the infrequent users who have the 
opportunity to turn to private services when these are more appropriate for their needs. 
Infrequent users were usually satisfied with the public services, because they had the 
freedom to choose when they wanted to use them. This kind of infrequent usage seems 
to take place in some population groups and in relation to some public services in 
Villahermosa. In this study, public transportation, which will be returned to below, was 
found to be one of these services. Another public service which attracted infrequent 
users was health care. It was rarely use by residents for all their health-related needs – 
rather, it was only used for particular health concerns. This applied to some degree even 
to the poorest population groups who could not afford to pay for sophisticated private 
healthcare. The patterns of infrequent use of public services stemmed in part from the 
inadequacies found in the public health care system as well as the resources at the 
residents’ disposal, and the prevalence of the commercial pharmacies offering low-cost 
consultations.  
 
Mercer et al (2007) have identified issues which affect patients’ perceptions of the 
quality of health care. According to them, the doctor’s assumed expertise, his attitude 
towards the patient, and the time the doctors took to listen to their patient and explain 
their diagnostics clearly were all important in this sense. Former experiences in the 
family also affected the patients’ image of health services. These issues were often 
mentioned by the residents in Villahermosa. Most people in Gaviotas Sur depended on 
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public health centres since they were not covered by a private insurance. However, 
several problems were identified by residents in relation to the local health centres, 
which only attended to patients until one o’clock and were closed during the weekends, 
forcing the residents to turn to private services. Some residents also shared their 
personal experiences of erroneous diagnosis in the public health centres. Patients often 
had to wait long, and had to arrive very early in the morning to be attended. When asked 
about the quality of health care in their area, several interviewees in Guayabal and 
Gaviotas Sur claimed that it depended on the doctor and his attitude towards the patient. 
Around a third of the interviewees in Gaviotas Sur identified the service in public health 
centres as adequate when asked, although they said that sometimes they had to wait 
long. These responses may have been a reaction to the direct form in which the question 
was asked by the interviewer – if residents had been asked whether the service was 
inadequate they may have been likelier to say that it was. Residents in Gaviotas Sur 
were least likely to compare the public health centres to private clinics, since they had 
usually not visited or been treated in these clinics. They also knew that they were in an 
unlikely position to do so, or to be able to pay for consultations with specialists. As in 
the case of education, most residents seemed to adjust their expectations to the position 
in which they stood between the public and private spheres. The most prevalent 
sentiment was that money bought the best services and those who could not afford them 
were not in a position to lay claims for improvement. Because of the inconveniences of 
the local health centres and the residents’ limited resources to turn to private clinics, 
people in Gaviotas Sur –but occasionally also in the other areas– recur to local 
pharmacies which offer free or low-cost consultations for their customers. Teresa, an 
elderly female resident living in Gaviotas Sur, was asked about how health care was 
organised in the families with the least resources in the area. She explained that if 
families did not have money for the doctor they took their children to Dr. Simi, who 
charged less, and then they tried to gather the money to pay for the medicine. 
Farmacias Similares, known by the locals colloquially as “Dr. Simi” is a chain of 
pharmacies which has opened its own clinics as a response to the laws restricting the 
sale of pharmaceuticals without a medical prescription. Customers can get a low-cost 
consultation together with a prescription and buy the medicine in the same pharmacy. 
The chain promotes itself as “the pharmacies for the least protected strata in the 
country” and its slogan is “The same but cheaper” (Farmacias Similares, 2012). The 
chain has more than 2000 pharmacies in Mexico. 
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Residents’ professions and livelihoods had a direct effect on their health care choices. In 
Gaviotas Sur most residents were self-employed, which excluded them from the 
insurance schemes provided by private or public employers. This also applied to some 
residents in Guayabal – for example elderly women who were not covered by any 
family member’s insurance. Since PEMEX was a major employer in Galaxia, a notable 
part of the population in the area had access to its private clinics for employees and their 
families. Residents were content with this service and were pleased about the proximity 
and the professionalism of the clinic, explaining that there was even a traumatologist 
who spent all of his vacations training in a research hospital.   
 
Also in Galaxia several residents used public health centres, but side by side with 
private clinics and pharmacies. The public health care system was considered a good 
option for major problems requiring expensive surgeries, but for minor health problems 
it was easier to go to see a private doctor, since the service in health centres was slow. 
Overall, the residents in Galaxia seemed to have a wide variety of choice in terms of 
health services and used the public and private sectors complementarily at their 
convenience. Dr. Simi was mentioned in only one interview in Galaxia. This response 
was backed by a further comment stating that the interviewee’s own doctor had said that 
even he sometimes bought at Simi’s - as if going to the pharmacy clinics was somehow 
dubious. This comment in Dr. Simi’s defense reflects certain social norms that seem to 
prevail in Galaxia, where residents’ explanations over their service and consumption 
choices were related to these options being considered culturally acceptable. Buying the 
groceries in a certain supermarket, choosing private schooling instead of public 
schooling, buying their drinking water from the big commercial brands instead of the 
local purificadoras, and spending their free time rather exercising than watching 
television, all seemed to arouse similar sentiments about what was considered 
appropriate for their socio-economic level. This was less notable in the other areas. 
 
Altogether four households in Gaviotas Sur and Guayabal were covered by the public 
sector insurances ISSET (Instituto de Seguridad Social del Estado de Tabasco) or 
IMMS (Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social), health insurances for state or educational 
employees. All of these residents complained that the service had worsened during the 
last few years, stating that there was no medicine available at the clinics, that there were 
too few specialists, and that they sometimes had to wait very long to be attended.  
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The health care used by the residents in Guayabal was also a mixture of public and 
private services. In four households, interviewees said they used the public health 
centres, but also that they had to arrive there early in the morning, and it was common 
for the public facilities to run out of medicine. Often, different family members would 
use different health services according to their profession or insurance. Most residents 
in Guayabal who used the public health centres or the clinics covered by their insurance 
still said they often recurred to Dr Simi because of its convenience. Andrés stated that 
this was mostly a question of convenience: 
 
We go to the PEMEX clinic and many times to the Dr Simi pharmacies in order not to 
have to be queuing. The pharmacy is open 24 hours, it’s easier when it’s something 
simple. (GB 2) 
 
Of particular interest is that when asked about the health services they used, self-
employed residents often started by stating that they were not covered by insurance, 
“only the popular insurance”. Being covered by some specific insurance scheme was 
considered natural and having to rely on public health centres was somewhat 
exceptional. This is tantamount to public health care being considered inadequate by the 
residents. It puts especially the lowest income groups in an unequal position since they 
cannot complement the services they receive with other service providers’ care, and 
mostly have to rely on the low-cost pharmacies. Equal outcomes between different 
neighbourhoods in terms of health care would require a considerable boost in the 
allocation of resources to the health centres used by residents of low income areas such 
as Gaviotas Sur, since their need for low-cost health care is more pressing and they face 
more challenging conditions of living than the residents who have several options 
within their reach. The public health care system is currently not responding to the 
residents’ needs, which means that different income groups receive different treatment, 
the quality and convenience of which is dependent on their economic means to pay for 
it. While the pharmacy chains offer general doctor’s services, seeing a specialist has to 
be arranged through some other service provider, and this is simpler to arrange for 
residents with a good private insurance or means to book a private consultation.   
 
The gap between public and private services was even more clear-cut in the case of 
education. In almost every household in Gaviotas Sur where interviews were conducted, 
children studied in public schools. In a few cases, some children in the same household 
had studied in public and others in private schools, or children had gone to public 
79 
 
schools for the first years and later studied further in private institutions. Parents in 
Gaviotas Sur generally argued that the teaching offered in public schools was good. The 
only problem that was occasionally mentioned was that teachers sometimes failed to 
show up. Parents emphasised heavily that the quality of education did not depend on the 
teachers but on the motivation of the pupils themselves. They mostly referred to the 
grades obtained by their children when they talked about the good quality of a school, 
saying that their children were motivated and always obtained very good grades. 
Residents argued repeatedly that it all came down to their children’s own effort. No 
specific subjects, the length of the school days, or issues of discipline were mentioned 
during the interviews. Parents in Gaviotas Sur evidently felt like they were not in a 
position to expect the public schools in the neighbourhood to offer advanced courses in 
foreign languages or computer classes, which are usually the norm in private 
institutions.  
 
Almost all the families interviewed in Guayabal had their children in the public school 
next to the neighbourhood. This school was considered good by the parents, and 
convenient because of the short distance. In this neighbourhood, parents sometimes 
claimed that the quality of the education depended on the pupil, but also “order” was 
mentioned. However, there were several parents in Guayabal who had specifically 
chosen private education for their children. A little surprisingly, in all of these 
households one of the parents was a teacher, either in the public or the private sector. 
Enrique, who worked for a local university, expressed his stance as follows: 
 
I’m a teacher in public schools, they’ve lost some of their quality. The conduct is 
slacking, the teachers don’t go, it’s because of the trade unions… it’s good, but we prefer 
control. In private schools they have more classes and of course it’s also because of the 
religion. (GB 10) 
 
Parents in Guayabal put a lot of emphasis on “order”, which apparently referred to the 
behaviour of both the pupils and the teachers. The parents whose children had gone to a 
private school also emphasised specific subjects such as English or religion, while those 
who had their children in public schools did not refer to the content of the teaching but 
rather to the quality of the school in general.  
 
In Galaxia, private education was the norm. In a few households, children had studied in 
a public school for a while, but this had happened a long time ago. Parents did not 
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explain their choice of school very explicitly and in most cases private schooling 
seemed to be the obvious choice. Both American and English schools were mentioned 
and their benefit was the heavy emphasis on foreign languages. There seemed to be a 
belief among residents that private schools were of higher quality than public schools, 
but this was rarely mentioned explicitly. It was apparent that the physical sphere of life 
of the children in Galaxia was a lot wider than in other areas because of the increased 
opportunities guaranteed by their economic standing. The benefits of studying foreign 
languages could materialise when they got the opportunity to travel abroad, such as in 
the case of families whose children had done student exchanges in foreign countries. 
Parents who could not afford private education adjusted their expectations to the level 
that could be expected from public schools in their area. It is important to note that 
although these parents may have seen the local public schools as the only option within 
their reach and laid few claims for improvement, the importance they placed on 
education was clear in the interviews: parents often dedicated a lot of time to their 
children’s grades and schooling. Different standards were known to apply to private and 
public schools, and this issue was not challenged by residents in any area. It rather 
appeared as an inalterable reality. The economic assets, the surrounding cultural norms, 
the political processes which supported the privatisation of services, as well as the 
societal stratification of service provision, all played a role in naturalising this situation. 
While it is true that most parents in Gaviotas Sur and Guayabal were satisfied with their 
children’s education, they lacked channels or did not feel empowered to influence the 
quality of teaching altogether. This may explain why they concentrated on influencing 
the part that was within their reach: their children’s motivation. 
 
The patterns of basic services and infrastructure that have been looked at stem from 
several directions. In part, they result from neighbourhood-level differences maintained 
by service providers, and the residents adapting their expectations to the prevailing 
circumstances, as in the case of electricity and waste management. Most services, 
however, follow a commercial logic, meaning that there are private service providers 
offering services of quality to those who can afford them, while the public services 
materialise the minimum standards available and have to be complemented through 
private sector services, such as the consultations offered by low-cost pharmacies. 
Material assets also play a role in terms of infrastructure as in the case of gas 
consumption and piped water.  
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5 The residents’ sphere of life, social organisation, and power in the city 
 
 
 
This fifth chapter will look at the city from the point of view of the residents’ 
positioning to influence their conditions of life and the institutions that compose these 
conditions. The chapter will dig into the residents’ sphere of life and how their 
perceptions of the city are shaped by media and telecommunications. After this, the 
ways in which residents move around the city physically through transportation and 
consumption patterns will be addressed. Residents’ social organisation and 
participation, expectations, and their sense of empowerment or powerlessness will be 
discussed. Finally, the fifth chapter analyses the sense of security experienced by the 
residents, and their feelings towards local institutions and authorities. Through these 
issues it is defined how differentiated patterns of service use and access are formed and 
maintained in the city. 
 
 
5.1 Landscapes of media and telecommunications 
 
 
The media play a crucial role in shaping the image that citizens have of the social, 
political, cultural and economic processes taking place around them as well as their own 
position in relation to these processes. Hastings and Dean (2003: 180) have found out in 
their study that the media also have a compelling power on the way in which residents 
shape the different areas inside their city of residence, often reinforcing the negative 
image of areas which already suffer from stigmatisation. This can arouse pessimism and 
powerlessness in the residents, while it also paints a notorious picture of them to the 
people living in other neighbourhoods, the local authorities, and private sector 
entrepreneurs. The media can work in empowering ways, offering channels of 
information and influence to the local people and improving their access to decision 
making. However, it can also obscure power relations, and alienate residents from the 
decision making processes. 
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The media channels through which residents were informed of what takes place around 
them were surprisingly different in different parts of Villahermosa. This contrast was 
particularly striking between Gaviotas Sur and the other two study areas. It is, of course, 
possible that people in the middle and high class areas identified certain types of media 
as socio-culturally inferior and chose not to mention them in the interviews, giving a 
one-sided picture of their channels of information. However, in Gaviotas Sur certain 
types of media seemed to accompany the residents whether they wanted them to or not, 
and it was difficult to escape from their presence. While the audio landscape in private 
residential areas was highly controlled, in Gaviotas Sur there were vehicles driving 
around all day announcing through loudspeakers events that would be held in the area, 
or promoting gas, water or other services. Some of these omnipresent voceros worked 
for local tabloid papers such as El Criollo or El Sol. The cars drove around the 
neighbourhood announcing the main headlines of the day, which regardless of the day 
seemed to be related to assassinations, robberies, and assaults. The tabloids offered little 
space for other events taking place in the city, the first ten pages usually being reserved 
for banner headlines and colour photos of corpses lying on the street, with additional ten 
pages reserved for adult entertainment or adverts. Alícia, a young mother living on the 
fringes of Gaviotas Sur, described these voceros and tabloids, known as “chismosos” 
(gossipy), in the following way:  
 
They do it to sell the local papers such as El Criollo and El Sol. In those papers, they 
almost don’t have news… well, some sports news, but they tell you how they killed here 
and how they killed there and there are pictures of dead people. It’s the most popular one. 
There are also ads for jobs, cars, and partners. Sometimes they say that in Tabasco Hoy 
too, but it doesn’t have pictures, in that one there are artists and sports. They killed, but 
without the picture.  (GS 3) 
 
At the time of the fieldwork, Tabasco Hoy was one of the most prevalent newspapers in 
the city and supported the political party in opposition. It was a typical state level 
newspaper, covering various themes related to political, economic, cultural and social 
life in the state. While this as well as some other local newspapers were mentioned in a 
few households in Gaviotas Sur, the tabloid papers were much more prevalent. 
Generally, it was the men in the households who bought and read the tabloids and 
newspapers. In almost all of the households, residents also watched television to stay 
informed.  
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The visual and audible media landscapes influence the image that residents have of their 
neighbourhood and of their city. When residents are constantly informed of killings or 
security threats in their surroundings, they are likely to get very accustomed to them. It 
must also be asked whether the residents will be uninformed of political decisions taken 
in the city and important issues related to urban planning when their sources of 
information are limited to local tabloid papers or popular TV programmes. Most 
residents in Gaviotas Sur presented an image of the local politicians, institutions, and 
authorities as distant, short-sighted, highly politicised and beyond their sphere of 
influence. The media seemed to strengthen these images, offering little information 
about urban planning, decision making processes, civil society actors or channels of 
influence, rather presenting a flood of information related to insecurity and violence, 
and even these issues from a brutally visual rather than from an analytic viewpoint. The 
influence of the media may be somewhat gendered, since men spent a lot of time 
reading newspapers, while women mostly followed the local news on television or 
listened to the announcements of the voceros driving by their houses. The female 
interviewees in Gaviotas Sur as well as in Guayabal generally seemed concerned about 
security. Since very few men were interviewed in these neighbourhoods, the views of 
men and women could not be compared.   
 
 
Image 6. “El Sol” is one of the most popular tabloid papers in Villahermosa. 
 
 
Residents in Galaxia and Guayabal followed several media, in a typical case local 
newspapers and the news on television. The newspapers that circulated the most in 
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Guayabal were the opposition-affiliated TabascoHoy, which was mentioned in almost 
every household, Milenio, Presente, and Novedades de Tabasco, all local state level 
newspapers. Many residents also listened to the radio which could be on all day. Some 
interviewees mentioned the internet as a source of information. In Guayabal most 
residents relied on the news on television or on the radio. Also in this neighbourhood 
male interviewees were more likely to read newspapers on a daily basis. The local 
telereportaje radio programme where residents could call and inform each other on 
local events was mentioned as a source of information in a few households. The voceros 
reading the headlines do not pass through Guayabal or Galaxia, and none of the tabloid 
papers promoted by these cars were mentioned in the interviews in these two areas, 
either because they were not read by the residents or because residents chose not to 
mention them. While the media influenced the way in which residents shaped their own 
neighbourhoods, it was notable in the interviews that it affected their image of the rest 
of the city. Interviewees in Guayabal and Galaxia often felt that the services were better 
in their neighbourhoods because they had heard of many problems in other 
neighbourhoods through the local media. According to Hastings & Dean (2003), the 
negative news about stigmatised areas derive from the journalists’ own negative 
perceptions or attitudes towards these areas, which create a vicious cycle of negative 
media coverage.  
 
Another issue addressed in the interviews was the use of telecommunications devices 
and services in each area. Today, being connected to a city and residents outside of 
one’s immediate surroundings is almost as crucially related to telephones and internet 
connections as to physical distances and means of transportation. The internet provides 
information and access to a wide variety of services and social networks. In 
Villahermosa, there were sharp differences in the access to telecommunications in 
different parts of the city, as well as to some extent between generations and genders. 
These differences were linked to the economic possibilities and cultural practices of the 
users as well as the availability of services in each area. While in some areas the internet 
was an obvious necessity especially in families with children, elderly residents in 
Gaviotas Sur and Guayabal mostly shunned the service. In Gaviotas Sur the majority of 
young people had to go to an internet stand to use the presumably more inconvenient 
and expensive service, which put them in an unlikely position to be able to spend as 
much time on the internet as their counterparts in other areas. 
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Telephone lines were offered in Gaviotas Sur until the 2007 floods, during which the 
infrastructure was lost and the federal phone company TELMEX decided not to 
reconstruct the system. Instead, wireless telephones had been offered to the residents. In 
most households where wireless phones had been used residents had given up on them 
because of technical problems. Telephone lines had been replaced by mobile phones 
which were the most prevalent means of communication. There were also residents who 
said that they had given up their phone lines because they had been charged for phone 
calls that they had not made or because they had heard rumours of overpricing.  
 
At the time of the fieldwork for this study, there were still very few internet connections 
in Gaviotas Sur. Adults in this area barely used the internet at all, but their children 
were turning it into a part of the everyday life of the neighbourhood. Parents who had an 
internet connection at home, explained that their children needed it but that they 
themselves could not make much of it.  
 
Most families in Galaxia had a telephone line in their households in addition to their 
mobile phones and internet connections. These were often taken for granted, as it was 
explained that their children needed the internet for their school tasks. However, 
children were not the only ones who needed the internet. Francisco, a pensioner who 
lived alone in a one family house in Galaxia, explained that it was important for him to 
have an internet connection to stay informed of what was happening around him. The 
frequency of fixed telephone lines presumably affected the prevalence of internet 
connections in Galaxia, although the connections could also be granted by the cable 
television company. Making long distance phone calls was also facilitated by the 
telephone lines, since these calls were cheaper using a normal telephone line than a 
mobile phone. Long distance phone calls were mentioned in both Galaxia and 
Guayabal, and the lack of fixed telephone lines in Gaviotas Sur could be a disadvantage 
in this sense, since there were references to family members living abroad.  
 
Also in Guayabal, in more than half of the households included in the interviews, there 
was a landline telephone, mobile phones and an internet connection. These were mostly 
households with children. Elderly interviewees usually only had landline telephones. 
Female interviewees were somewhat less inclined to say that they used the internet, 
explaining that their husbands and children were more accustomed to technology and 
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had more need for it. The use of computers and the internet was linked to both age and 
gender, since mothers of households in every area generally explained that they felt 
somewhat alienated from these services and relied on their children for information on 
them. Younger residents in Guayabal and Galaxia seemed to have excellent means of 
accessing the virtual landscapes of information and entertainment, but these choices 
were more limited in households with scarce resources. In Gaviotas Sur, accessing the 
internet and making long distance calls happens mostly through private service 
providers outside the household, which is likely to raise the costs and limit the chances 
to access these services. Most parents in all three areas considered the internet a crucial 
part of their children’s education, which would imply that even if internet connections 
were not prevalent in Gaviotas Sur, they were already considered a necessity in the 
same way as in the other neighbourhoods. Becoming acquainted with opportunities 
promoted in the internet is likely to raise especially young people’s expectations related 
to life chances and consumption. Since the internet was considered a necessity 
especially for young people, the differentiated access to it affects the residents’ access to 
information, their IT skills, and the socio-cultural norms in their social circles, and puts 
the low-income groups in a disadvantaged position. 
 
 
5.2 The sphere of life inside the city 
 
 
Residents experience a city in very different ways and from different positions. Their 
movement and activities inside the city are formed by complex patterns of needs, 
possibilities and preferences, being linked to the means of transportation at their 
disposal, their consumption means and needs, norms and habits prevalent in their social 
surroundings, and the way they shape the city and its different areas through social 
networks or media. The possibilities to take advantage of the different activities and 
areas in the city are obviously linked to the amount of free time that residents have at 
their disposal. The images presented by the interviewees in different parts of 
Villahermosa indicated that there were drastic differences between their physical 
spheres of life. 
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In Gaviotas Sur, residents in general, but especially women, were found to work very 
long days. This left little time for activities outside home. Watching television was the 
most common free time activity among residents. Children and young people were 
mostly said to play outside in the parks or on the street outside their houses where 
parents could keep an eye on them. Women usually said that they watched television, 
looked after children, cleaned the house, cooked, sewed or sold things such as cakes, 
sheets or clothes for extra income. In Gaviotas Sur there were more young children 
living in the households where interviews were done than in the other areas, which 
obviously affected the amount of domestic work in relation to free time. Most people in 
the area made their living through small businesses or working from home, and their 
free time and income activities could not be separated in a clear cut way. In the case of 
women, activities such as cooking or sewing were sometimes partly income generating 
activities. Marisol, a self-employed resident in Gaviotas Sur who worked as a 
seamstress and a baker, explained how she had started her cake business:  
 
I also bake cakes, for weddings, for birthdays (quinceañeras)… We’re poor, but we used 
to be poorer. Forty years ago you got married and there was no cake, cakes were luxury 
for the rich! But then I thought, we’re poor, but we have the right to eat cake, don’t we? 
A maestro in the centre taught me. At first I only made cakes for the family, because no 
one I knew could bake them. (GS 9)  
 
While in Gaviotas Sur parents of young children did not mention any free time activities 
outside their houses, other than sometimes taking the children to a nearby park during 
the weekends or occasionally visiting relatives, in Galaxia and Guayabal the range and 
choice of free time activities was diverse. Although the most common activities in these 
areas usually took place inside the neighbourhood, such as going to the park and 
watching television or movies, a wide array of other activities was mentioned. In 
Galaxia, young people were said to attend summer courses, go to the cinema, spend 
time on the computer, have “night life” and go to bars and discotheques, go to the gym, 
walk, shop, or play football. Their parents said they liked to exercise, watch films, travel 
–even a family trip to Europe during which ten countries had been visited, was 
mentioned– take the dogs to the park, or listen to music. Several residents were 
involved in Christian voluntary work in their free time.  
 
In Guayabal, residents mentioned activities such as going to the church, going to the 
cinema or to parks, or to the city centre. It was mentioned that children often went to the 
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park accompanied by their parents or their grandparents. In Guayabal the city centre and 
the leisure activities it offered were felt to be close, although many residents also spent 
time at home with their families and their grandchildren. Also in this neighbourhood the 
residents who ran their own small businesses lacked free time and spent most of their 
time at work.  
 
The circle of life of the residents in Galaxia was notably wider than that of residents in 
other parts of the city. They had means and time for activities which were never 
mentioned in other areas such as going to the gym, shopping, or travelling to foreign 
countries. While these opportunities are heavily dependent on income and the amount of 
free time, the fact that in many households there were several cars and residents did not 
rely on complex networks of public transportation also facilitated their free time 
activities.  
 
Atkinson & Kintrea (2004: 444) have noted that even persons who have reliable means 
of getting around a city and are well connected can be excluded from many activities 
that residents in other areas can practise. Being able to travel from one place to another 
inside a city does not imply that residents are in an equal position to take advantage of 
consumption and leisure activities or services that are offered. Duffy’s (2000) study 
presented similar results, showing that residents in deprived areas were less likely to use 
certain services such as libraries because of the monetary costs involved, or the time and 
money costs that reaching them implied. According to Duffy, this was part of a process 
that lead to the exclusion of certain groups from the “normal life of the community” and 
it implied losing associated benefits such as enhanced well-being or learning. (Duffy 
2000: 11). Atkinson & Kintrea’s study showed that residents could suffer from this kind 
of isolation in any neighbourhood, but that the residents of deprived areas were in the 
least favourable position because of the worse material conditions and services that 
were offered in their neighbourhood, and the limited opportunities to turn to services 
elsewhere in the city.  
 
While the possibilities to access different parts of a city depend on several factors, as 
has been noted, it matters whether the residents are able to cover the distances inside the 
city in an efficient means of transportation that they can afford to use. In Villahermosa, 
the transportation arrangements differed notably between the studied areas. In Gaviotas 
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Sur, only one interviewee mentioned that the family sometimes used their own car, 
although the interviewee herself could not drive it. Many residents in this 
neighbourhood relied heavily on the local pochimóvil service which was offered only 
inside Gaviotas. Pochimóviles offered a vital service of transportation to the residents in 
the absence of convenient networks of public transportation, but the technical safety 
standards of this kind of informal service providers tend to be rather poor, as they do not 
always comply with regulations (UN-Habitat 2009: 148).  
 
Gaviotas Sur was not served by bus lines and many taxis refused to enter the area. To 
come home from other parts of the city, it was possible to take a taxi to Gaviotas Norte 
and then switch to a pochimóvil for the rest of the drive. Taxis also often refused to pick 
up families with children, since sharing a taxi between several paying customers is 
common in Villahermosa, and a family with children would mean a loss of income for 
the driver. In general, unless they could take a “combi”, the residents had to make 
complex arrangements to move from Gaviotas Sur to other parts of the city. Many 
crossed the Grijalva River by ferry to take a bus or a taxi in the historical centre on the 
other side of the river. While these arrangements are time-consuming and thus 
compromise time that could otherwise be used for economic, labour or leisure activities, 
they also imply an elevated cost, since passengers have to pay separately for every 
vehicle that they use.  
 
Combis are a common means of transportation in Villahermosa. A combi is a cross 
between a taxi and a minibus and drives on a pre-defined route, taking several 
passengers along the way. There are both private and public service vehicles, some of 
which are in notably deteriorated conditions. Many residents in Gaviotas Sur found 
combis to be the most convenient means of transportation, because the cars passed by 
their houses frequently. The service had also been extended further to the countryside, 
where pochimóviles did not enter. As mentioned in some interviews, however, combis 
were small and rather crowded. They were thus unlikely to be the safest or the most 
comfortable option for families with children or women travelling alone. Both 
pochimóviles and combis are also extremely challenging to use for people with physical 
disabilities. 
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In Galaxia it was apparent that most families had several cars. The number of cars was 
identified as a problem by many residents since they were starting to take a lot of space 
from the sidewalks and residents had to compete for parking space. In spite of the 
prevalence of cars, especially many male interviewees said that they occasionally used 
combis to get around in the city. As in the case of health care, there were “infrequent 
users”: residents, who had the opportunity to use their own car to go to the city centre, 
but at times preferred public transportation, maybe in order to not have to worry about 
the security of their car or about parking it. The only problem with the public 
transportation was that you had to walk outside Galaxia to take a bus or combi, since no 
public transportation could enter the closed neighbourhood. This distance, however, was 
only a couple of hundred meters, since there was a major street right outside the 
neighbourhood. Female interviewees were a lot likelier to drive their own car or to take 
a taxi. Chila, a housewife and mother of two children, who liked to exercise and go to 
the gym, explained why she preferred to drive the family car:  
 
To take a combi, you need to go all the way around because the neighbourhood is all 
closed and the public transportation only passes outside. And with this climate and 
walking on heels, sometimes it’s hard.  (GA 2) 
 
The patterns of transportation in Guayabal were also mixed, and residents often relied 
on both private and public means of getting around in the city. Especially elderly 
women or women leaving the house with their children preferred to take a taxi or their 
own car, although often they said that they only did this if they happened to have money 
for it. According to the interviewed women, their husbands and younger residents were 
more likely to use buses and combis. To take a combi, residents had to walk outside the 
neighbourhood, since public transportation did not enter the area. Once again, there was 
a major street just outside the neighbourhood. Although combis were a very popular 
means of transportation in Guayabal, there were complaints about how full they were 
when they passed through the neighbourhood. Residents also had to take several combis 
to get to some parts of the city. The buses were considered pleasant because they had air 
conditioning, but they did not pass directly by the neighbourhood and only stopped at 
official bus stops, which meant that the residents had to cover longer distances by foot. 
  
While residents with scarce economic resources may be less inclined to take advantage 
of leisure activities offered around the city, their possibilities to do so can be further 
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restricted by the difficulties set by the inadequate public transportation system since 
many of these families do not own a car. Especially women travelling with young 
children or residents with disabilities are likely to be intimidated by having to rely on 
various means of transportation or to cover longer distances by foot. The complex 
arrangements are also costly and take up valuable time. Women in all areas generally 
preferred to take a taxi or travel by car, a decision probably influenced by both notions 
of comfort and security. The easiest means to get around were available for families 
with the best possibilities for consumption around the city, since many of them owned 
several cars and could pay for public transportation or taxis when these fitted on their 
route. Meanwhile, the families in the direst economic situation were even less likely to 
leave their houses to experience the activities offered by the city when these were 
pushed further by unaffordable or complicated means of transportation. Residents with 
very little free time or young children were the likeliest to stay home when facing time-
consuming arrangements. While the effect was downgrading on their leisure activities 
and restricted their free mobility inside the city, complex transportation arrangements 
could also have dire consequences on residents’ economic and employment 
opportunities, their safety, and their access to services situated in other parts of the city. 
These are issues that should be taken into account in urban planning, since the most 
acute demand for safe, comfortable, efficient low-cost transportation is currently in 
areas  where  few  families  own  private  cars  or  can  pay  for  a  taxi.  While  these  matters  
remain unresolved, the residents are not equally able to access the opportunities and 
services offered outside their residential areas. 
 
 
5.3 Landscapes of shopping and consumption 
 
 
During the interviews residents were asked where they purchased their groceries and 
clothes. The idea was to map out their movement inside the city and their access to 
different parts of it, and the availability of these services in their neighbourhoods. 
Groceries were mostly purchased in small corner shops, the local mercados or markets, 
and the omnipresent supermarkets chains, while clothes were purchased in 
supermarkets, the historical centre, or the area of Tabasco 2000. The consumption 
choices of residents were influenced by the convenience of transport arrangements, the 
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presence and cost of products in the nearby areas, and in the wealthier areas also to 
some degree by norms and expectations related to presenting an image of a certain type 
of lifestyle. 
 
Most of the groceries needed by the residents in Gaviotas Sur could be found in small 
supermarkets or stands selling meat, fruit or vegetables around the area. Many residents 
crossed the river to go to the Mercado Pino Suárez for vegetables or fish, especially 
when they planned to buy bigger quantities. For most families, however, going to the 
market implied taking a combi or a pochimóvil to the river, crossing the river by ferry 
and then walking to the market. While this route was considered unsafe by some, it was 
particularly problematic for mothers with young children. Clothes and shoes had to be 
bought in the historical centre, since these could not be found inside Gaviotas, except 
for some supermarkets with a particularly wide variety of products, or individuals 
selling catalogue clothes to their neighbours. Residents generally emphasised that price 
was the decisive factor when they were purchasing clothes, and they were most likely to 
find clothes within their price range in the centre. 
 
For food and for clothes, the residents in Galaxia relied heavily on the surrounding area 
of Tabasco 2000. Most residents went to the nearby supermarkets for groceries 
shopping, and their preferred chain was Chedraui, which was also used by many 
residents in Gaviotas Sur. A few residents frequented the more expensive supermarket 
situated right next to the Liverpool department store. They explained that it was 
conveniently close, it was small and fast and there they could find more quality than 
elsewhere. The mercados were not popular among residents in Galaxia. They were 
considered uncomfortable because there was no air conditioning, because of the lack of 
parking lots, and because it was hard to walk carrying heavy bags. Liverpool was 
mentioned in almost every household as the preferred store for clothes, but also for 
other objects. Julio, a local political figure, explained:  
 
Earlier, you had to go to Belize for example to get a good American television. In 
Liverpool you can find better things. After the (petroleum) boom there were people with 
a certain economic capacity. (GA ai1) 
 
 
In Guayabal, most interviewees mentioned the local mercados as the place where they 
purchased their groceries. These markets were not considered unsafe or inconvenient as 
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in the other two areas, maybe because of the short distance or more convenient means of 
transportation. Interviewees said that the market was cheap when they had to buy big 
quantities of things, that there was a wide variety of products, and that the products 
were fresher than elsewhere. Also local supermarkets around Guayabal were mentioned 
in some interviews both for buying groceries and clothes. Some families purchased the 
clothes they needed in the historical centre.  
 
In Guayabal residents often differentiated between their own socioeconomic level and 
that of the people who went to Tabasco 2000 or the new shopping centres being built 
around the city. Anita, the owner of a small corner shop that sold notebooks and pencils 
for the students of a nearby school, commented on the inauguration of a brand new 
shopping centre in the city and whether she was going to shop there: 
 
I will go to see how it’s going to be, but we can’t give ourselves that luxury (gusto) 
because there’s no money! (GB 5) 
 
These differences brought out by residents expressed a distinction between the 
interviewees and “the rich”. There seemed to be some social norms between the areas in 
terms of consumption, with a specific division between the wealthier consumers 
purchasing clothes in Liverpool and groceries in the nearby Superama and those who 
purchased groceries at the local markets and clothes at the supermarkets or in the centre. 
There were residents in all areas using the same supermarket chains, but especially the 
area of Tabasco 2000 seemed to be associated with high income consumers, both by 
these consumers themselves and by other residents. This view was echoed by Julio, who 
announced that Chedraui was his “last option” when his family shopped for groceries. 
The ability to choose between various alternatives marked a difference between the 
neighbourhoods, and residents seemed well aware of this difference. This freedom of 
choice in terms of groceries or garments followed the logic of having several available 
options in services like education and health care. These were natural options for 
wealthy residents and beyond the reach of the lower-income groups. This division may 
explain in part why residents rarely question the difference of quality between public 
and private services available for different income groups. They do not see the 
stratification of services as a question of political decision making, agency, or influence 
but rather as a monetary issue.  
 
94 
 
5.4 Sense of security and attention from local authorities 
 
 
As stated by Swyngedouw & Heynen (2003: 903), urban socio-ecological processes are 
deeply entwined with discursive and culturally imagined realities. While residents’ 
views on their environment are often influenced by their gender, education, or socio-
economic position (Paulson et al. 2003: 206-209), the different images of the city 
presented by the media also affect them to a great extent. The media has a considerable 
role to play in defining how residents feel about safety and security as well as the local 
institutions in the areas where they live and the rest of the city. However, personal 
experiences of security issues and stories told by neighbours, friends, or family also 
influence these feelings.  
 
The security situation in Gaviotas Sur was described by residents in the interviews 
through personal experiences and anecdotes. Burglary or stealing was referred to 
separately from security issues, as in the statement that the neighbourhood was safe, but 
there was a lot of stealing. Many interviewees claimed that the persons breaking into 
houses were from inside Gaviotas, and linked these crimes to the prevalence of 
unemployment. Teresa, an elderly lady living in a small dwelling made of lamina which 
had a little porch from which she could observe the street during the day, pointed at a 
house on the other side of the street, saying that it was home to a few young burglars. 
She went on to say that that the burglars on her street knew her and did not disturb her. 
This comment was echoed by her neighbours. A more serious issue for the residents 
was physical safety. Many residents in Gaviotas Sur said that they had witnessed killing 
or accidents, although it was not always clear whether they had actually seen these 
events personally or heard of them from their neighbours. The persons who had seen 
physically threatening situations were often particularly frustrated with the work of 
local police forces. Practically everyone in Gaviotas Sur felt unprotected by the local 
police and accused them of laziness, corruption, or fear. These stories of the inefficient 
police who did nothing to solve security issues were very common among residents. A 
typical response was that of Alícia, who lived on the outer edges of the neighbourhood 
and when asked about the police, huffed: 
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You talk to them, but they don’t come (…) There are almost no patrols, just the traffic 
police, they come to check the cars. They come just to take your money! (GS3)  
 
This sentiment was also described by Teresa, who explained that there had been a 
killing (machetiza) three months earlier, and she had called the police. She had been 
upset when the police had started asking her detailed questions such as the names of the 
persons fighting and the reason they were fighting. When asked whether she would call 
the police again, she shrugged and said:  
 
No, I don’t call them anymore, may God bless the person (being killed). (GS 7)  
 
 
Atkinson & Kintrea (2004: 445) found in their study that while there had earlier been 
social control mechanisms in neighbourhoods, these had been eroded by the fear of 
physical violence. People stayed inside their houses and minded their own business, 
because they were scared to interfere in criminal activities. Organised crime may have 
changed the nature of delinquency in many areas in Mexico. While burglaries and 
disturbances may be committed by residents from inside one’s neighbourhood, killings 
and kidnappings organised by criminal networks are something that residents are less 
willing to interfere with. The residents’ fear can erode the social control in 
neighbourhoods, having broader consequences for neighbourhood life and collective 
organising. 
 
Some of the stories told by residents in Gaviotas Sur were slightly ambiguous. In at 
least two stories where the interviewee himself or herself had called the police, it was 
evident that the police had arrived at the scene of crime. However, residents insisted that 
the authorities had not done anything to solve the situation. It may be that the persons 
who had dealt with the police felt like they had not been being taken seriously or that 
the policemen who had arrived had not taken visible measures to solve a case. Telling 
anecdotes of inefficient policemen is popular among Mexicans as well as in the media, 
which often shows powerful images of crime, and rather powerless accounts of the 
police. Many of the experiences shared by residents seemed to be a mixture of their own 
experiences and stories that they had heard or read somewhere or that were part of the 
oral history of the neighbourhood. The tabloid papers may have a strong role to play in 
making the residents feel like the local authorities are not taking measures to protect 
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them from insecurity, since media reports of killings constantly penetrate their lives. 
However, it is important to acknowledge that feeling unprotected was the most common 
complaint in Gaviotas Sur, and according to the residents’ stories, crime really is much 
more common in Gaviotas Sur than in the other areas. The feeling of being abandoned 
by the authorities seems strikingly prevalent and is likely to lead to a sense of 
powerlessness and mistrust when dealing with local institutions. As noted earlier, 
residents often made cynical comments concerning local authorities, presenting them as 
inefficient actors promoting short-lived or politicised interests. 
 
Burningham & Thrush’s study (2003: 528) shows very similar findings in deprived 
neighbourhoods in the UK, where residents often felt like the authorities who were 
responsible for protecting them limited their presence to occasionally passing through in 
a police car, did not arrive when they were called for help, or turned a blind eye on the 
problems taking place in the neighbourhoods. This made the residents feel like they had 
to battle against the authorities to receive attention, which was evident in the stories of 
the many times residents had called to report a problem in the neighbourhood without 
receiving an adequate response. These feelings of powerlessness, frustration, and 
mistrust present in Gaviotas Sur were not only limited to security issues, but spanned 
other authorities and local public figures. It is noteworthy that firemen were an 
exception and enjoyed a high level of trust by the residents in Gaviotas Sur although no 
one had personal experiences of contacting them. Most interviewees unanimously said 
that they believed the firemen would show up in no time. This may be related to the fact 
that firemen are not seen as politicised figures, their work is rarely sensationalised in the 
media headlines, and they can usually act quickly by putting out a fire rather than 
embarking on long investigation processes. 
 
Unlike people living in Gaviotas Sur, residents in Galaxia considered their 
neighbourhood a safe area where they did not feel threatened by delinquency. This 
feeling was enhanced by the two guards watching the entrance at all times. These 
guards were paid collectively. Although the person in charge of the neighbourhood 
affairs such as vigilance said he was content with the security in the neighbourhood, he 
was planning to put up more cameras. He explained this by saying:  
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We’re safe, we want to be safer! (…) I know that the state is supposed to take care of 
these things, but it’s burdened with delinquency. (GA 5)10 
 
This comment describes how the privatisation of security is naturalised by local 
residents. Neither in low and nor high income areas residents believed the police to have 
time to interfere in minor crimes. 
 
During the interviews in Galaxia, mostly stories of false alarms, or rumours of robberies 
were told. For example, there had been a high-level official who had said that someone 
had entered his house. The police forces had entered the area and according to the 
residents, done “a real operation”, which had attracted curious neighbours behind the 
windows, because it was considered an exceptional event in the neighbourhood. It was 
apparent that the residents in Galaxia felt like they could act quickly in the case of a 
robbery or a security threat. Neighbours had acted together when a resident had caught a 
burglar in his house and called his neighbours for help. The trust in the police protection 
was also strong. The local delegate had handed a sheet with all the important numbers 
of local authorities and hospitals to the residents, and these sheets were also mentioned 
in the interviews. Alba, a 77-year old grandmother who rarely left her house, explained 
that she kept the paper under the glass cover of a table so that it would not get lost and 
she could call quickly if there was a need to do so. Most residents in Galaxia had never 
had the need to contact the police, but they believed that these would arrive quickly. 
The mistrust towards the police that was very strong in other parts of the city seemed to 
be mostly missing from Galaxia, mainly because residents felt protected by the 
influential presence of the high level politicians living in the neighbourhood.  
 
In Guayabal, residents around a few blocks had organised private vigilance for which 
they paid a monthly quota to a neighbour in charge of the service. These guards watched 
the streets every night, riding around the neighbourhood on bicycles. Residents 
emphasised that they considered their neighbourhood safe, but not completely, since 
there had been sporadic burglaries and robberies. Although no one mentioned personal 
experiences of assaults or robberies, residents sometimes referred to stories they had 
heard, possibly from their neighbours or on the news. The influence of stories heard 
                                                 
10 This comment was presented by the local person in charge of the vigilance who was present in the 
interview and not by the actual interviewees in this household. 
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from other residents or the media was apparent in the comments made by Vanessa, a 
young woman who worked at a local university and lived with her husband and her 
children in Guayabal: 
 
The delinquency is everywhere. We’re saving to put up a closed fence and to reinforce 
the doors. There have been some events which have affected the security. They put a 
bomb near the Luna Azul (a hotel by the neighbourhood) some time ago, it was the 
narcotraffic people. Here to patrol cars do circulate. Maybe it’s just because of their 
image, but they do scare. We as residents haven’t seen coordination… The colonia has its 
urban legends, they say it was one of the most conflictive (colonias), there are people 
who were in the prison and got out. I’m not so certain about it (eso no me consta), but by 
the time I get home, I turn around to see that there are no suspicious cars, I get in and 
close up. There’s this other legend, they say that next door narcos were renting the house, 
you could hear the bullets. They never bothered me (conmigo no se metieron)… (GB 11) 
 
It was obvious in the comments told by the residents in Galaxia and Guayabal that even 
if their neighbourhoods were considered safe or relatively safe, residents did think about 
security issues, and images presented by the media affected their thoughts. In Galaxia, 
in addition to the walls surrounding the neighbourhoods, the two guards by the entrance 
and the camera surveillance system, the plan was to put up more cameras – “to be 
safer”, as expressed in the interviews. Stevens (2009: 380) notes that this kind of spatial 
security and exclusion measures can erode the sense of public space of the residents as 
well as increase their fear of difference, and actually worsen their sense of security by 
sending a signal that cameras are needed to protect them from delinquency. In both 
Guayabal and Galaxia, there was a fear of “outsiders” coming to the area. Residents 
worried that somebody may enter the area by crossing a brook behind the 
neighbourhood, or that people with links to drug traffickers or “of unknown origin” 
would move to the area. 
 
As has been stated in the earlier paragraphs, residents in Gaviotas Sur expressed deep 
mistrust towards most local authorities. The majority of them had never contacted the 
local delegate in charge of passing on information about the need for maintenance work. 
One male interviewee explained that this was because the delegate was a woman and 
young, while others claimed that she was never around because she had too many 
commitments, or put her professionalism into question by claiming that she could not 
even write and had never finished the elementary school. Many residents were 
frustrated by the lack of progress in their neighbourhood and treated things around them 
as inalterable. Most of them did not seem to have a very clear idea of who was in charge 
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of each service and could be contacted in case of a service interruption. The local 
delegate was usually considered the only contact between service providers and 
residents. A typical comment was that of Ana Julia, a young mother who owned a small 
soft drink and snack stand with her husband. She answered to our inquiries about the 
maintenance works on her street:  
 
I don’t know how that works because I am not really much into that (no estoy muy 
metida en eso). They opened the street and put some soil in there, I never understood 
what they did that for. Instead of improving things they make it worse because they leave 
everything open, they leave it open and leave the soil and the waste material there (GS2).  
 
As for reporting problems, residents did not seem to rely on other contacts than the local 
delegate who had been found to be inefficient. They told several stories of how they had 
contacted her but there had been no response. Although the delegate was mentioned in 
the interviews, residents were reluctant to take issues to her. It may also be that since 
there is a delegate whom residents know they can contact, they are less inclined to seek 
other channels of influencing. In general, the feeling among residents seemed to be that 
the authorities were unreliable and inefficient, which did not encourage them to 
participate or to seek channels to influence local matters. This echoes the problems 
identified in many countries in participative urban planning. Societal stratification, 
short-lived and politicised issues and changes in local government, clientelism, and a 
sense of insecurity are powerful obstacles to citizen participation. (UN-Habitat 2009: 
xxiii, 57,100).   
 
Burningham & Thrush’s study (2003) has showed that the limited presence of local 
authorities in deprived neighbourhoods makes residents feel powerless. They refer to 
Christie & Worpole’s term “nothing ever seems to happen syndrome” to explain how 
the authorities’ neglect influences people’s sense of empowerment. Ross et al (2001) 
state that powerlessness is deeply entangled with social marginalisation: when residents 
feel like what happens around them is outside of their control zone, their interest in 
caring for these issues diminishes. At least in terms of contacting local authorities to 
have problems fixed or organising community activities, many residents in Gaviotas Sur 
seemed to be under the influence of some kind of a “nothing ever seems to happen 
syndrome”, being cynical about their possibilities to be taken seriously by institutions in 
charge of basic services and infrastructure. As Pelling (2003: 91) has noted, residents 
are not likely participate unless they believe they can gain something from participation. 
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In Galaxia, the general mistrust towards authorities was less prevalent. It is hard to 
know whether the attention received by the residents was faster and more efficient than 
in other areas, but the residents seemed convinced that this was the case. They felt 
privileged, claiming that the municipality had to keep them satisfied because they paid 
more and that in their neighbourhoods things were fixed very quickly, while in the other 
areas residents had to wait for several months. However, there were contradictory 
comments, indicating that a rapid response was not always the case and residents 
occasionally had to wait a long time before receiving help. Residents in Galaxia maybe 
tended to present their neighbourhood in a slightly over optimistic light, knowing that it 
was the most exclusive of the areas included in the study. In five interviews, residents 
complained about a brook passing behind the neighbourhood which they found smelly, 
dirty, and in need of dredging, as it also presented a flood risk. Cleaning the brook had 
been on the agenda for at least a year and although some authorities had done some 
surveying around it, no one seemed informed of the current situation and whether 
something would be done about the problem. In any case, the fact that residents in 
Galaxia believed that they were in a favoured position seemed to lower their threshold 
to contact the authorities without an intermediate person. Residents also knew which 
institution to contact. This may have been in part due to the local delegate who had 
handed the necessary contact numbers to each household. Often, the residents 
remembered the important phone numbers by heart.  
 
In Guayabal residents did not express a great level of trust towards the local delegate. 
Residents would often state that she did not do anything and that she was not attentive. 
In general it seemed that residents in Guayabal were likelier to contact authorities by 
themselves than to discuss service-related issues with the local delegate or their 
neighbours. The threshold to contact the police, for example, seemed relatively low. 
Several residents said that they had called the traffic police when their neighbours’ cars 
had been blocking the entrance to their house. Still, there were residents who said they 
did not believe that the police would show up if they were needed, repeating the stories 
heard so often in the city. Lidilia, an elderly woman living next to her daughter’s house 
in Guayabal, presented particularly sceptical views on local institutions. Her statement 
paralleled those heard so many times in both Guayabal and Gaviotas Sur: 
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I have never called the police, but I don’t think they would come, it’s not until everything 
has already happened that they arrive! Sometimes they say there are no policemen 
because they are the ones watching over the bigwigs (las cabezas grandes), that’s why 
none are available. They may have quit because they were killing policemen. (GB 4)  
 
This comment expressed how the media and the news affected the residents’ image of 
local authorities. Around the time of the fieldwork, there had been news of policemen 
who were killed in the nearby city of Cárdenas, which Lidilia seemed to associate with 
the lack of police protection in her own city. The news of policemen protecting the 
important political figures also made her think that none were available to protect the 
citizens, a very common feeling among the residents of Villahermosa. In the last years 
the degraded security situation in Mexico in general has attracted a lot of media 
coverage, which may have a lot to do with the residents’ feelings of insecurity and their 
lack of trust in the capability and the willingness of the local police to protect them. 
Residents often referred to how the police were too busy to look into the everyday 
events of neighbourhood life. 
 
 
 
5.5 The power of shared efforts and expectations 
 
 
 
As has been noted, the areas inside Villahermosa have developed through very different 
trajectories. They vary so much that it could even be asked whether residential areas 
such as Galaxia are part of the public municipal space in the same way as 
neighbourhoods like Guayabal and Gaviotas Sur. Galaxia is a private residential area 
with private vigilance and its residents rely heavily on private services in education, 
transportation, and health care, which greatly affects their experiences of service 
provision. In spite of the high level of privatisation of space in Galaxia, some public 
services actually seem to have a stronger presence in this neighbourhood than in 
Guayabal and Gaviotas Sur, which are much more public in the sense that the presence 
of non-residents or commercial establishments inside these areas is not restricted, and 
residents are more inclined to use public services. The stronger presence of public 
services in Galaxia is contradictory, since the demand for these services is a lot more 
acute in the lower income areas. In addition to the need for enhanced security and more 
reliable electricity, the need for improved and more efficient public transportation and 
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health care services are also drastically stronger in areas such as Gaviotas Sur and 
should be addressed by urban planning.  
 
It seems true to a certain extent that the physical conditions for offering services in 
Gaviotas Sur are harsher than in other areas. This is due to factors such as the flood risk, 
the lack of long-term planning and compliance with regulations, and the strays on the 
streets. However, many of the differences in service provision are connected to the 
population in the areas. As has already been noted, the neighbourhoods present varying 
degrees of population density. Not just the number of residents but also their needs, 
related to lack of employment or inadequate livelihoods, scarce material assets, or 
limited social and political resources or contacts to authorities, can put more pressure on 
the public provisioning. The socio-economic level of a neighbourhood affects services 
indirectly – for example, in Gaviotas Sur residents shared stories of theft and sabotage 
such as sewer lids or copper cables stolen to be sold. They also claimed that 
housebreaking and physical crimes were more common inside the area. Importantly, it 
was noted during this study that there were also differences in the way residents 
conceived of the services and local authorities, their expectations of quality, and how 
they acted when the services failed. The cultural norms directing their behaviour 
seemed slightly different in each neighbourhood along with the residents’ propensity 
and willingness to communicate and act collectively on issues in their living 
environments. It is in part inside these practices and mechanisms that power is wielded 
in a city. In the remaining part of this chapter, the questions of collective action, social 
organisation, and cultural norms will be addressed, since they are inherently entwined 
with the distribution of risks and benefits in urban environments.  
 
Buck (2001: 2255) has studied how social interaction among neighbours affects 
different areas. According to him, residents’ expectations are influenced by collective 
socialisation in their neighbourhoods. Friedrichs et al (2003: 802) explain the same 
phenomenon by referring to learning which happens through social relationships in a 
residential area. If the residents are collectively satisfied with the current state of affairs 
and their neighbours are conforming to the prevailing conditions, they are unlikely to 
see need for organising to demand improvements. These images that residents have of 
their environment are in part what naturalises the patterns and networks of power and 
social organisation around them. (Paulson et al. 2003: 205)  
103 
 
 
Residents in Gaviotas Sur did not explicitly refer to activities or social interaction with 
their neighbours. A common explanation for this lack of communication was that they 
were busy working and had no time to see their neighbours. Many of the interviewees 
explained that in earlier years residents had worked together because it was necessary in 
order to provide services, but that this had changed, because the problems with 
electricity and water had been solved. Marisol had been living in the neighbourhood 
long enough to see how it had developed from the early years of the 1980s. When asked 
about collective action in the neighbourhood, she began to reminisce:  
 
Before, when there were no pavements, there were meetings. They named me the street 
chief (jefa de calle), I refilled the street. I had to go from one house to another asking for 
money, when it’s about asking money they don’t want to! They gave me 2-3 pesos. That 
money was for the gasoline for the trucks, the municipality put the pavements for us. 
Everyone built the road, also to bring in the pylons… We cooperated because there were 
no services. Not anymore, (now it’s just) “bye”, “bye”… (GS 9) 
 
Although residents spoke as if the times of cooperation had ended, there were some 
references to more recent collective action in their answers. These included a story of 
constant power cuts which had broken the televisions and ventilators, tiring the 
residents to the point of organising a plantón (a meeting in front of the comisión 
building) so that the company would come to change the transformers. There had also 
been a chicken slaughterhouse in the neighbourhood which had been closed after a 
neighbour had contacted the municipality and the residents had signed a petition. 
Although rare, these successful examples of action among residents showed the 
potential that existed for making collective claims in the neighbourhood, and that 
residents could take the initiative and encourage their neighbours to participate when an 
acute problem was detected and they knew which channels to use to show voice.  
 
Kleinhans et al (2010: 386) note that the residents who would benefit the most from 
solving problems related to public services collectively, are often in the worst position 
to do so, since they do not have the feeling of control needed to influence what is taking 
place around them. Social networks are needed to tackle problems in collaboration with 
neighbours, and access important resources such as knowledge, power and material 
resources. Kleinhans et al. use the term “network poverty” to describe a situation in 
which the residents in a deprived area cannot access these resources through their social 
networks. Most residents in Gaviotas Sur did not seem to have much former experience 
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of contacting local authorities and expressed little interest in them. They also tended to 
think of the municipal works in the area rather as something that happened around them 
than something that they could take part in. The distrust toward local authorities that 
was expressed in many interviews discouraged collective action even further. Gustavo, 
a frustrated smith living in Gaviotas Sur, shrugged: 
 
They don’t do any (maintenance) work in here. Each one of us had to pay for the 
sidewalk, to pay the people who came (to do it). There’s a wall to contact the 
government… it impedes the contact. (GS 1)  
 
Hastings describes what could be seen as the opposite of the “network poverty” referred 
to by Kleinhans et al. (2010), and could thus perhaps be called “network richness”. 
Hastings (2009b: 2913-2917) has found that in well-off areas residents have political 
and material resources and contacts to solve problems together. Their efforts are often 
encouraged further by their high expectations, which are passed from some residents to 
others. Social networks can help residents organise collective action to solve shared 
problems and reinforce a feeling of control over their living environments as well as 
facilitate access to resources to improve their quality of life. (Kleinhans et al. 2010: 
385). Of course, the idea of residents promoting the interests of everyone in their 
neighbourhoods through social networks is highly artificial, since these interests are 
likely to be heterogeneous, and some collective action may benefit certain residents 
while prejudicing others. (Kleinhans et al. 2010: 386). Hastings (2009b: 2922) noted in 
her study, however, that capacity for collective action in neighbourhoods affects their 
success in attracting better services and attention from authorities: residents in 
neighbourhoods where there was capacity for collective action explained that they 
“knew the system” and could contact important political persons or officials, write 
letters, organise meetings and conduct petitions. 
 
It was noted in this study that this kind of “network richness” does not necessarily 
require much social interaction or familiar terms between neighbours. As in the other 
neighbourhoods, residents in Galaxia did not refer to any activities with their 
neighbours when asked. Residents commented that they barely greeted their neighbours 
and that they tended to stay indoors and to themselves. However, this lack of interaction 
between neighbours did not seem to prevent collective action in any way. Residents 
often stated that there were meetings whenever there were problems, and events were 
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also organised to raise money for common causes such as improving the guards’ stand 
with lavatories or putting up the name of the neighbourhood on the wall surrounding the 
area. Most events and activities seemed to take place through the action of the local 
delegates. In Galaxia, network richness seemed to be a result of the political stance of 
some residents, the local delegate’s or residents’ contacts and energy to promote 
collective issues, the material resources possessed by residents, and arising from these 
resources, the shared expectations of quality. It was more related to the shared social 
norms and the access to resources than close relationships or a sense of familiarity 
between residents. Although residents identified few problems in their neighbourhood, 
there were constant improvements accomplished through community action in the area. 
 
In Guayabal, making collective claims to ensure the attention of authorities or arranging 
meetings was rare, and not much that could be interpreted as “network richness” was 
mentioned in the interviews. Residents seemed uninformed about their neighbours’ 
lives. An important exception was the vigilance service that had been organised and was 
managed by one of the residents, but even this service covered a limited number of 
blocks inside the neighbourhood. There were few signs of neighbourhood-level action 
or a feeling of communality to speak of. The residents in Guayabal often assured that 
they did not interact much with their neighbours, except for some who talked to their 
closest neighbours. Esteban, the journalist, explained that he knew little about his 
neighbours, although he had lived in the neighbourhood for a long time. 
 
We’re in an urban zone. In the indigenous communities there’s some solidarity, but here 
everyone is in their own house, that’s the world. It’s rare to have communication (with 
the neighbours). What happens next door doesn’t matter! There are streets in horrible 
conditions, but nothing gets done or then you call directly. People are very closed. 
Everyone with their own life and that’s it! (GB 9)  
 
The reluctance to participate in local planning or community action experienced by the 
residents in Gaviotas Sur and Guayabal may be in part connected to their former 
experiences of taking action which had usually meant making a written complaint 
(escrito) to the local delegate, after which nothing had been done. It could be that while 
the local delegates express varying degrees of interest towards their work, they also 
have different networks and resources, and the demands of some are more likely to 
receive a response than those of others. The stories of residents giving up on an issue 
after informing the delegate and not seeing a response were common. In Guayabal, an 
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atmosphere of mistrust seemed to prevail between neighbours, which complicated 
collective action to a certain extent. Residents did not know their neighbours well and 
the local delegate was found to be rather inefficient and uninterested in her position. 
Residents in Guayabal also rarely commented on other channels to contact public 
authorities or institutions they could call in case of a detected problem, apart from the 
local delegate and the traffic police. 
 
Although residents in Gaviotas Sur emphasised that there was little vigilance or 
communication between the neighbours and suspected that they would not warn each 
other in case of crime, some of them followed closely their neighbours’ actions and 
were aware of what was happening among the residents of the neighbourhood. Closer to 
the surrounding countryside, the neighbours were unwilling to help the members of the 
research group find a household without knowing the purpose of the visit. However, this 
kind of neighbourhood vigilance seemed rare in other areas inside Gaviotas, and the 
awareness of other residents’ actions did not seem to have translated into empowering 
“network richness” which could be used as a potential resource for collective action or 
pressuring the authorities. Although residents often knew each other and were attentive, 
they had little time, few channels of participation and little knowledge about or trust in 
the local planning or decision making processes to make demands, contact the 
authorities or to organise community level action. 
 
In Galaxia, following the rules and norms of the residential area was important for the 
residents. This was apparent in a conversation between two residents where the issue of 
a “hindu” giving yoga classes in the neighbourhood came up, raising concerns, because 
it was not permitted to practice commercial activities inside the neighbourhood.  
 
This area is 100 % residential, he’s already been told but apparently he’s without a job 
and he’s going to keep doing that until he finds something else. He looks like a taleban 
but he’s a peaceful (tranquila) person. (…) We have certain norms here, everything’s 
uniform (parejo). (GA 2)11  
 
Following the fulfilment of the norms in the neighbourhood was an effective way of 
enhancing the feeling of control in the area, and it may have a lot to do with the 
residents’ trust in the local authorities and the security of the neighbourhood. Dempsey 
claims that public spaces of good quality generate feelings of safety and trust among 
                                                 
11 This comment was not presented by the interviewee but by the local municipal delegate present in the 
interview. 
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residents, which in turn make them more likely to comply with shared norms and values 
(Dempsey 2009: 315). Also Ross et al (2001: 571-572, 584) connect the social control 
mechanisms in neighbourhoods to greater trust between neighbours. According to Ross 
et al., this trust derives from residents seeing that their neighbours are concerned with 
the public order and shared property, and social control brings about more order and 
observance of common rules. Stevens (2009: 381, 385), on the other hand, takes a more 
critical stance towards strong social or behavioural control in neighbourhoods. He notes 
that for example when the functions of built environment are defined very rigidly, 
residents become less tolerant of difference. This seemed to be the case in Galaxia, 
where residents emphasised uniformity. 
 
In spite of the lack of collective action or interaction between neighbours, also the 
residents in Guayabal did pay attention to other residents’ behaviour and were vigilant 
of their action as well as of outsiders coming to live in their neighbourhood. This 
vigilance, however, failed to translate into the social control enhancing trust between 
neighbours suggested by Ross et al. (2001). In Guayabal, there were no commonly 
agreed neighbourhood norms to speak of. Observing neighbours’ behaviour was rather 
residents’ curiosity, and it was likely to generate complaints. As Enrique sighed: 
 
Here, without mentioning names, there’s this one lady who washes her car and the floor 
with a hosepipe. And there’s a woman who has a soap waterfall falling from her house, 
she takes out this pipe and it seems like a waterfall! They still think they live in the 
countryside! (en el rancho) (GB 10) 
 
Still, the residents in Guayabal did see themselves in a position which empowered them 
to occasionally take matters into their own hands and contact the authorities. They had 
some information on the action of the local institutions, and maybe believed to have 
more influence than the residents in the low income areas such as Gaviotas Sur. There 
was a belief among the residents that they were paying a higher price for the services 
and thus were entitled to better services. As residents in Guayabal also emphasised that 
they were hard working and had jobs, they maybe saw themselves as more deserving in 
the eyes of the authorities. Their neighbourhood was also far less stigmatised than 
Gaviotas Sur, and was surrounded by a wholly different media landscape. All of these 
characteristics may be related to the fairly influential position that the residents in 
Guayabal saw themselves in. 
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Duffy (2000: 28) has noted that residents who have high expectations of service quality 
are more critical of performance. However, if residents in general feel like they are 
powerless to influence the quality of services, they adjust their expectations to the 
probable outcomes. Duffy (2009: 29) expresses this sense of powerlessness quoting 
Wilson (1995): “why add to the stress of an already stressful existence by complaining 
about things that are perceived as unalterable?”  
 
Residents’ expectations varied between different groups in the city of Villahermosa, as 
was noted in the case of education, health care and waste management. Most residents 
in Gaviotas Sur had arrived in the area during the 1980s and had seen it turn from an 
informal settlement into an organised neighbourhood with vital amenities and public 
services. The change had been drastic and the general sentiment among residents was 
that they had accomplished the services that they needed. The comments on current 
services in the area were presented in comparison to the past, and this put them in a 
positive light, since the improvements had been considerable. Ana Julia resumed this 
feeling in one phrase when she was asked why the neighbours had stopped working 
together. Sitting on her front yard surrounded by her children, she glanced over the 
street and the neighbouring houses, and then commented: 
 
Before, there was no street or kerb, but as it’s there now… What else can you ask for? 
(GS 2) 
 
The residents’ expectations for the future were a continuation of these feelings, and in 
Gaviotas Sur no urgent service-related needs were expressed, although it was evident 
that the inadequacies in services such as the drainage, the electricity, the presence of the 
police, the health centres, and the public transportation system complicated their 
everyday lives. Demanding improvements is less likely when residents feel alienated 
from local authorities and do not believe that their claims would make any difference. If 
they also do not have a clear idea of who is responsible for fixing a pipe and know that 
the local delegate is beyond their reach due to an excessive workload or a negligent 
attitude, they are less likely to voice their concerns. This has been detected by Van der 
Land and Doff (2010: 429-433) who showed in their study how residents who felt like 
they could not influence the conditions around them but were unable to leave the 
neighbourhood, preferred to avoid participation, harming collective efficacy. These 
109 
 
residents expressed a lack of trust towards both other residents and local authorities. 
Van der Land & Doff claim that without some kind of collective action, residents are 
unlikely to exert control over the events in their neighbourhood.  
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6. Conclusions: Dismantling the patterns of inequality 
 
 
 
There has been a long discussion on neighbourhood or area effects having a detrimental 
effect on the lives of residents in low income areas. The three areas inside Villahermosa 
which were chosen for this study were known to be different socio-economically.  
Gaviotas Sur had been colonised informally by residents with very few resources who 
could not have been as selective as the residents settling in Guayabal and Galaxia, who 
in turn had chosen their neighbourhood from among several options. Gaviotas Sur had 
been constructed on a hazard prone river bank, devoid of any formal planning, while 
Guayabal and Galaxia had been constructed by companies who had provided the service 
in co-operation with the municipality. From these starting points, it was clear that the 
areas would be different in terms of services and living conditions. Since Gaviotas Sur 
is not considered a safe area for living, investing considerable sums in infrastructure is 
also not considered feasible in the long term but might rather encourage more 
construction in the area.  
 
Whether the differences in the quality of most services depended on the location of the 
household is less clear. Electricity was one of the services most clearly linked to the 
location of a household, since the quality of infrastructure depended on the 
neighbourhood in question: it was fully functional and adequate in Galaxia, considered 
acceptable in Guayabal, but affected negatively the everyday lives of residents in 
Gaviotas Sur. The households with more resources and electricity meters outside of 
their houses in Gaviotas Sur suffered the cuts in service as well as those who did not 
pay for the electricity at all. Also the issues of waste management, draining and 
sewerage followed clear territorial patterns, being mostly reliable and functional 
services in the middle and high income areas, but leaving a lot to desire in Gaviotas Sur. 
These area effects in service provision seem to derive from the mechanisms recognised 
by Hastings (2009b). These include an institutional bias against low-income 
neighbourhoods, and the reluctance to respond to their enhanced needs on the decision 
making level. They are also partly related to the reactive rationing of personnel and the 
residents themselves seeing their area as less deserving, for example because of lower 
prices paid for services, and the prevalence of littering. The third mechanism identified 
by Hastings (2009 b) are the collective resources and the social organisation in the area, 
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affecting the residents’ possibilities to act collectively. The lack of resources such as 
money, time, information, and powerful contacts, all contribute to the aforementioned 
problems. It was seen in Villahermosa that even when the neighbours knew each other, 
they found it hard to turn their interaction into collective action or “network richness” 
without resources such as political stance, material entitlements, sufficient information, 
and trust in the processes of citizen participation. On the contrary, in the middle class 
area of Guayabal where residents barely interacted with their neighbours, they still felt 
like they were in a position to occasionally contact local authorities directly and voice 
their demands even if they did not always receive a response. 
 
What seems to hold the service distribution in Villahermosa in its powerful grip is the 
general corporatisation of urban services, identified by authors such as McFarlane 
(2010: 140). While cities use considerable resources on visual appearance and their 
competitiveness, basic infrastructure is less likely to attract resources, especially in 
areas where residents cannot pay for it. The privatisation of services in Villahermosa 
translates into a situation in which access to education, health care, convenient sources 
of gas and drinking water, security, and transportation are provided by private actors, 
and their quality is defined by economic resources possessed by each household. The 
residents who can afford to live in privately guarded areas with surveillance cameras, 
turn to private clinics for consultations, choose their children’s school on the basis of 
quality, and move around the city in a private vehicle, have reliable access to most 
services. Those who rely on public health care and transportation are more likely to face 
long queues or ineffective and dangerous arrangements to move from one place to 
another. In Villahermosa, economic assets affect the landscape of service provision far 
more strikingly than the location of a specific household. This is a clear indication of 
how the capitalist process of urbanisation is linked to environmental inequality. 
(Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003: 900). Also the residents with few resources participate 
in naturalising this landscape of privatisation. The division between private and public 
services and the norms connected with different income groups in terms of services and 
consumption led residents to perceive that they were simply not entitled to better 
services. As interviewees in the city often emphasised, the price they paid for their 
services was seen as a guarantee of their position to lay claims. Especially in the case of 
residents who did not pay for services at all but were illegally connected to the service 
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networks, the likeliness of making complaints about the quality were practically non-
existent.  
 
There are processes that play a particularly powerful role both on the neighbourhood 
level as well as in different income groups when it comes to services in Villahermosa. 
These are the media representations and cultural discourses and norms directing the 
behaviour of residents and affecting the ways in which they perceive their position and 
possibilities to act in a case of infrastructure or service interruption. The discourses 
constructed by both the citizens and the media would all seem to signal to the lowest 
income groups that decision making is beyond their sphere of influence, while residents 
in areas such as Guayabal and Galaxia have a stronger belief in their entitlement to 
services through monetary resources. Residents rarely mentioned civil society actors or 
channels of participation. The various levels of government, the multitude of actors, and 
the political processes that were seen as serving short-term interests, all alienated 
residents from processes of participation. In this study, the low-income residents living 
in Villahermosa often expressed a deep mistrust towards authorities in general. They 
saw the channels of participation as highly politicised and often expressed pessimism 
towards political figures and their chances as residents to influence local conditions 
through political processes. This affected their trust in institutions and authorities, often 
seen as inalterable. Low-income but also middle-income residents often presented 
themselves as powerless to act on their own, since they had few powerful contacts 
backing them and few positive experiences of the authorities’ responses. They live in an 
environment where most services follow the logic of privatisation and societal 
stratification. The authorities were not seen as accountable, and there seemed to be few 
efforts to link the market, the public authorities, and communities to ensure holistic 
local governance. Residents in Galaxia, on the other hand, seemed confident of their 
position, their access to services of good quality and the influence of the high level 
contacts in their neighbourhood. These residents had resourceful networks, and they 
shared high expectations of quality of services and maintenance in the area. These 
expectations were strengthened through discourses on consumption and norms 
established in the neighbourhood. 
 
Offering more equal services to the residents in different areas of Villahermosa would 
imply filling the gap in public services that residents need to cover by private sector 
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service provisioning. It would mean responding to the residents’ enhanced needs with 
enhanced services in the lower income areas, and directing more resources towards 
these neighbourhoods than towards the wealthier areas where the residents tend to 
prefer private services. An increased presence of civil society actors as well as 
empowering information could also contribute to wider participation in the lower 
income areas. Most importantly, if municipalities want to increase inclusiveness and 
participation in urban planning, the problems of trust and feelings of powerlessness to 
influence the changes in one’s living environment must be addressed. Unless these 
perceptions are taken into account and remediated by effective consultation and giving 
voice to all groups, the residents who are currently in a privileged position to express 
their demands are likely to be the ones controlling the direction of urban development 
also in the future.  
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Appendix 1: A map of the research areas 
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Appendix 2: The list of interview questions (originally in Spanish) 
 
1. Experience in the neighbourhood 
- How long have you lived here? How and when did you come to live in this area? Could you tell 
me a bit more about your experience? 
- How would you describe this neighbourhood? What is it like to live here? What kind of people 
live in this neighbourhood? 
 
2. Housing 
- How does one find a house in this neighbourhood? (inheritance/informal 
construction/purchasing...) Do the majority of the residents here rent or own their houses? 
 
3. Basic services 
- Where do you get the water that you drink at home? Where do you buy it? How much do you 
(approximately) pay for water every week? 
- Is your house connected to a sewerage or drainage system? Does it work well? (Is the lack of 
sewerage/drainage problematic?) 
- Where do you get the gas for cooking? Can you recall any gas leak in this neighbourhood? 
- Are there power cuts? How frequent are they? How do they affect your daily life? 
- Who collects the garbage? How often? What do you think about the cleanliness in the area? 
- What kind of health services are available in this neighbourhood? How do they work? Why? (Do 
you remember any specific case...?) Who attends to you when you are ill? 
- Do your children study? In which school? Is it a public or a private institution? How is it? Where 
is it? How do your children go to school?  
 
4. The everyday life in the neighbourhood 
- Where do you buy the groceries? Where do you buy clothes? When you don’t have something at 
home, where do you go to get it? 
- What do you do in your free time? What do other children / young people / adults in this 
neighbourhood do in their free time? Who takes care of your children when you are not at home? 
What means of transportation do people use in this neighbourhood? 
- Are there parks in this area? Do you visit them? How often? 
 
5. Communication and transportation 
- What kind of a phone do you use? Do you have internet at home? What kind of benefits does it 
offer? 
 
6. Social organisation 
- Do you know your neighbours? Do you visit them? Is there someone in this neighbourhood who 
coordinates activities when there’s something that needs to be fixed? Have there been any 
problems that the neighbours have solved together? 
- Do you know who the local delegate is? Do residents have meetings with him/her? 
 
7. The presence of the authorities 
- How do you get in touch with the authorities? Do you feel that your neighbourhood is safe? Why? 
Are the police present or are there other means of protection? Can you count on the authorities (the 
police, the firemen...) if you need them? Do you trust them? Why?  
- Are there any problems in this neighbourhood that could affect the residents’ health? 
 
8. Access to information 
- Does the government or the municipality inform you when something is done in your 
neighbourhood? How do you find out about what happens in the city? 
- If something needs to be improved in your neighbourhood, what do you? When the government 
doesn’t take your requests into account, what do you do? 
 
9. The future of the neighbourhood 
- In your opinion, how have the services such as water, drainage, and electricity changed since 
you came to live here? What do you think this neighbourhood is going to be like in 30 years? 
Why? Would you still like to live here? 
